
  
Sermon for Sunday, August 12, 2018 
 

WITHIN EARSHOT 
Ps. 130 / John 6:41-51 

 
There is a similar story found in many traditions. It is an ancient story. Nobody knows where it 
came from. Perhaps you have heard it before. The story goes something like this: “A young boy 
asked an old man, ‘What’s underneath the earth?’ And the old man said to the young boy, ‘The 
earth rests on the back of a giant turtle.’ ‘And what’s underneath the giant turtle,’ the boy wanted to 
know. ‘Well, underneath that turtle is another turtle.’ ‘And underneath that turtle,’ the boy 
continued. To which the old man answered with a twinkle in his eye, ‘Son, it’s turtles all the way 
down.” There are variations on this theme which include tigers, elephants, and other creatures and 
physical structures, but the outcome of the story is always the same: whatever the earth rests upon is 
all the way down. 
Now, we may smile somewhat benignly at such a naïve cosmology because we know that there is 
nothing literally “underneath” our planet earth because it orbits in and through space. But what if 
this is a story not about physical but rather emotional and spiritual foundations? What if it is an 
attempt to understand the depths out of which the Psalmist cries out to God? These depths are so 
deep, they go so far down that they cannot be described in words, not even in images, because they 
are deeper than anything we can humanly fathom. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD! Lord 
hear my voice!” This is a primordial cry that comes from deep within, a sigh too deep for words, 
born of unspeakable pain. 
And that is exactly what Psalm 130 is designed to do. It is a way for a mourner who has experienced 
such unspeakable pain to present his or her story of pain to God. It is a lament too deep for words. If 
you have ever looked into the eyes of someone who tried to tell you their story of pain and could 
not say anything, could not muster a sound but instead his or her eyes welled with tears and he or 
she began to sob uncontrollably, you know what the Psalmist wants to convey. Perhaps you have 
seen such tears welling up in your own eyes as you looked in the mirror, or as you tried to tell your 
story of pain to someone. All the Psalmist wanted in that moment, all you and I want in such a 
moment, is for somebody to listen and acknowledge our story of pain: “Let your ears be attentive to 
the voice of my supplications, Lord!” All the Psalmist wanted, all we want is for someone to listen, 
for someone to say to us, “I hear you! I acknowledge your pain.” 
But how can we do that? Acknowledging such unfathomable, unspeakable pain in other peoples’ 
lives and in our own life is difficult because it requires vulnerability. It requires an openness to 
suffering—both our own and others’—that we often prefer to avoid. Sometimes because it is too 
threatening or too intimate. Sometimes because it hurts too much. Sometimes because we think we 
cannot handle it or will say the wrong thing. One way we can avoid engaging such pain is by 
distracting ourselves. The writer of the letter to the Ephesians was very realistic about this. She 
knew people get angry all the time about all sorts of things. And anger can distract us from the pain 
because it avoids engaging the depths of grief underlying the anger. He knew people make room for 
all sorts of things that distract us from our relationship with God and one another. None of these 
things we do are necessarily malicious because our behaviors are often merely strategies to distract 
ourselves and others from that deep pain with which we all struggle in one way or another. Some 
ways of giving expression to that pain are just healthier than others. 



 
 

 

The late great psychiatrist and spiritual director Gerald May put the quest to express our pain this 
way: “Searching beneath anxiety, one will find fear. And beneath fear hurt … . Beneath the hurt … 
guilt. Beneath the guilt will lie rage and hatred. But do not stop with this, for beneath the rage lies 
frustrated desire. Finally, beneath and beyond desire, is love. In every feeling, look deeply. … At 
bottom, love is. Realizing this, need one do anything about the anxiety one feels?” (G.M. Simply 
Sane. A Spirituality of Mental Health. 106-07) 
At bottom, all the way down in the depths from which our souls cry out in waiting for liberation and 
redemption, love is. This was the Psalmist’s conviction, it is May’s conviction, and it is the 
conviction which undergirds all of the New Testament writings. All the way down in the pit of our 
losses and our grief, our fears and anxieties regarding the future, our hatred of the other and 
sometimes even the hatred of ourselves which comes from we don’t know where, we find the 
steadfast love of God in Christ Jesus. None of the above can separate us from that steadfast love 
with its power to redeem not only us but all creation.  
This firm conviction, however, does not mean that the pain we carry is magically going to 
disappear. After all, the risen Christ still bore the wounds of the trauma of the crucifixion. But while 
there is no magic trick to heal our deepest wounds, there are things that will help us bear them, and 
some day transform them, no matter how heavy they might be:  
No matter how deep the depths are from which we cry out to God, we always cry out within earshot 
of God.  
No matter how crippling our anxieties and fears may be, at the bottom God’s love meets us in Jesus 
Christ. 
No matter how hungry and thirsty we are for peace and justice, we will always be fed. “I am the 
living bread that came down from heaven,” Jesus said. “Whoever eats of this bread will live forever, 
and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my body.” 
That body of Christ, that body which Christ gave and is still giving for the life of the world, is the 
church. It’s you and me. We are taken, blessed, broken … yes, broken, and given that others in this 
world might live, that they might live more abundantly, and in this way experience eternal life right 
here and right now. We cannot ignore the cry of the needy who call to us “out of the depths.” Their 
cry is our cry. And our cries in need are theirs. Their lament is our lament, and our lament theirs. 
Their liberation is our liberation, and our liberation is theirs. 
The good news is that no cry of such deep pain is ever scattered and carried away by the wind 
because it is uttered within the earshot of God. “Out of the depths we cry to you, O LORD! Hear 
our voice LORD! We know you can hear us because we know of your steadfast love. Jesus lived it. 
He showed us what your steadfast love looks like. Therefore, as your beloved children we want to 
be imitators of you, and live in love as Christ loved us, making our lives an offering pleasing in 
your sight. But we need your help. Now, and always. 
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