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Leading when abundance is counted in tears
Introduction

The abundance of God is expressed in many ways in the Bible.  One of these is the New Testament’s celebration of the diverse gifts of ministry and leadership that God has poured out on the church – enabling the body of Christ to be whole and healthy and inviting each of its members to personally participate in Christ’s own ministry (e.g. 1 Cor 12:4-7; Rom 12:6; Eph 4:11; Luke 10:17-24).

This is a key theme in the Basis of Union too: 

· “[The Uniting church] acknowledges with thanksgiving that the one Spirit has endowed the members of Christ’s Church with a diversity of gifts, and that there is no gift without its corresponding service: all ministries have a part in the ministry of Christ.” (Paragraph 13) 

· “Since the Church lives by the power of the Word, it is assured that God, who has never failed to provide witness to that Word, will, through Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart members of the Church to be ministers of the Word.” (Paragraph 14)

· “The Uniting Church recognises that responsibility for government in the Church belongs to the people of God by virtue of the gifts and tasks which God has laid upon them.” (Paragraph 15)

In these Bible Studies, then, I have decided to keep an eye on this aspect of the abundance of God – God’s unfailing, abundant gifts of ministry and leadership – while I investigate the three readings.  In an effort to be helpful to those who will be preaching on the Sunday after Synod, I’ve chosen to study readings from the lectionary for that day.  (Even if you don’t hear anything preach-able from me, you will at least have spent some extra time with the readings.)

· Lamentations 3:17-26 – Leading when the only things in abundance are tears and grief.

· 2 Timothy 1:1-14 – Leading by mentoring.

· Luke 17:5-10 – Leading as servants.

Table talk
Who’s the best leader you’ve known?  What di he or she do?
I’ll be asking you to think and talk about this leader (or these leaders, if you can’t choose just one) several times over the next three days.  It’s a opportunity for you to

· Remember him/her

· Learn from him/her

· Be in communion with him/her in Christ 

Every Christian leader’s skill set needs to include “theologian”.  The question is what kind of theologian?  I’d like to encourage you to begin to think about yourself as a “practical” theologian.  First I’ll try to explain what I mean by that.  Then I’ll revisit a thoroughly ordinary life situation in which I needed to be a theologian – a practical one.
I think the working definition of “practical theology” offered on Tony Jones’ blog is a fair representation of the current consensus:

Practical theology is theological reflection that is grounded in the life of the church, society, and the individual and that both critically recovers the theology of the past and constructively develops theology for the future. (Jones, 2005)
Of course, as several of those who posted comments on that blog noticed, that’s a reasonable definition of any kind of theology, regardless of the adjective.  As Anonymous said, “isn’t all good theology practical theology? and all impractical theology bad theology?”

It seems to me that, in practice, practical theology isn’t distinguished by its method as much as it is by the particular situations “in the life of the church, society, and the individual” that it decides to apply its method to.  It “recovers the theology of the past” and “develops theology for the future” in relation to things that really matter.  What really matters?  What matters enough to warrant this kind of sustained communal discernment of the presence and action of God?  When is this kind of leadership called for?  Well, at least to get started, a good indication that something matters is when it makes people weep.  Tears of anger.  Tears of joy.  Tears of love.  Tears of heartbreak.  Tears are theologically important.  Thoroughly ordinary and deeply important.

Friends of mine built their world – their marriage, their family, their network of friends, their work – around the special needs of their beautiful youngest child.  His needs were extensive.  He relied on others for everything.  He died at the age of nine.  And the world that had been built around him came crashing down.  I took his mother’s call in the NSW Art Gallery, surrounded by Nolans and Fairweathers.

I sat on one of the big padded benches looking over Woolloomooloo to talk with her.  The opaque blind was lowered (appropriately) over the vast picture window.  At the other end of the call she sobbed as she told me the story of his death.  I sobbed as she reminded me of how utterly, utterly wrong it feels to leave your son’s little dead body in the hospital while you walk back into the real world and life.  The security guards stood back and walked away when they realized that the weeping man on the mobile phone wasn’t “on drugs or something”, just very sad.  That can happen in art galleries.

She asked me if I’d conduct the funeral and was very clear why – “we want some Presbyterian rage”.  It was not a term I knew but I recognized what she meant immediately.  I can do “Presbyterian rage” when I need to (I also do “Wesleyan enthusiasm” and “Puritan pedantry” if that’s going to be more helpful).
I’ll come back to that story in a moment.  But first I want to turn this Bible study towards the Bible reading – where a much more ancient rage can still be heard.
Lamentations 3
The biblical witnesses trawl the breadth of human experience to describe God’s nature and action. (Wren, 1990, pp. 102-103)  God is like the sun, wind, fire or flood.  God is a rock, a shield, a fortress.  God is an eagle or a panther.  God is a potter, a shepherd, a warrior, and woman in labour.  But when it comes to saying just who or what God actually is, the biblical witnesses prefer not to say anything.  That’s how they come to use such a rich variety of images for God.  They know that while the images help them to talk about God, in reality God is none of them.
And that’s how they can be so extravagant with the imagery of Lamentations 3.  God is a bear or a lion, stalking them and tearing them limb from limb.  God is an archer, taking deadly aim.  God is a besieging army, a jailor, a disease, a mugger.  They call God all these dreadful names because that’s how they’ve been experiencing God – and because they know perfectly well that God is none of these things (nor any of the other, nicer, things they might think up in better times).  Because they never lose the sense of God’s greatness and mystery – that eludes or just shmashes through any words they use to talk about God – they are able to give their raging grief free rein.
Two things really stand out in Lamentations.  One is the startling authenticity of its depiction of grief, suffering, guilt, despair… and hope.  The floodgates open and it all comes rushing out.  A lot of it isn’t very pretty.  But it’s real.  You recognise it as your own.  And my devastated friends chose it as the reading they wanted at their little boy’s funeral.

The other thing is the unusually strict structure of the poetry.  The five poems that make up the book are all linked to the Hebrew alphabet.  The fifth poem has twenty two lines: the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet.  All the other poems are in the form of alphabetical acrostics.  That is, the first verse begins with aleph, the second with beth, and so right through the alphabet.

But, geez, why would you bother?  What an excruciating exercise, to put the poems into such a highly contrived form.  It doesn’t even show up when they’re read aloud.  And, naturally enough, once it is translated into English the poet’s clever acrostic is invisible as well as inaudible.  What a lot of creative energy to expend for so little return.  Especially for a poet who is really preoccupied with the ruin and loss of everything  he or she loved.

There are various theories about the point of the acrostic structure, but the most widely accepted one is that it has something to do with the subject matter of the poems; despair and hope.

This connection is suggested especially in the third poem; the one from which today’s reading comes.  Here, at the centre of the book the swinging between despair and hope is at its wildest.  You can see that even in today’s extract:  In verse 18, “I say, ‘Gone is my glory, and all that I hoped for from the Lord’.”  In verse 24, “‘The Lord is my portion’, says my soul, ‘therefore I will hope in him’.” But just where these dramatic shifts from despair to hope and back again become most intense, there in chapter 3, the acrostic becomes most important.  It’s not broken, as you’d expect.  It’s actually doubled.  That is, both lines of the first verse begin with aleph.  Both lines of the second verse begin with beth, and so forth.  As the passion of the poet is at its least restrained the structure of the poem is at its most strict.

What’s going on?  One commentator has made a likely suggestion.  What happens when you start an alphabet? [a,b,c,d…h,I,j,k,….q,r,s,…w,x,..]  That’s right, when you start an alphabet you’re inclined to finish it.  The alphabet exerts its own pressure on the user, to stay with it till the end.  It’s as if the poet “wished to play on the collective grief of the community in its every aspect, ‘from Aleph to Taw’, [from A to Z] so that the people might experience emotional catharsis.’ (Gottwald, 1954, p. 30)  The acrostic is there as if to say, Stay with your pain.  Don’t run away from it.  Don’t suppress it.  Don’t allow yourself to be distracted from it.  Grieve your grief out.  

But why?  Well it’s a good idea, of course.  Psychologically, I mean.  It’s the surest way to work through grief and loss.  It’s the surest way to find authentic healing, as anyone who has done any training in pastoral care knows.  But I don’t think our poet was some kind of biblical Elizabeth Kubler-Ross.  Not at all.  The poet’s intention is not psychological, but theological.  The poet’s concern is not with how we feel, but with how God is.  It’s not about getting in touch with your feelings, but getting in touch with God.  The poet wants us to stay with the pain because that’s where God is.

From the outside it might look like wallowing.  Self-indulgent moping.  But from the inside, ‘from the underside’, it is the agonising quest for reality; for life or vision or truth or death; for God.

The message is this:  Grieve your grief out.  Let it come out in great ugly lumps.  Listen to its shrieking and raging and inconsolable weeping.  Explore its depression.  Befriend its dark nights.  Don’t restrain the unseemly hilarity, the excesses.  Grieve your grief out, and don’t let anyone distract you from it, least of all the there-there-ing comforters who’d make-it-all-better.

Grieve your grief out, for it is in the grieving and nowhere else that you are in the hands of God; the cause of your despair and your only hope.
Presbyterian rage

After the dead boy’s mother hung up I sat for awhile, cried some more, wiped my eyes and blew my nose.  Then I stood up and turned around – and found myself facing Arthur Boyd’s “The Expulsion”.
  The drama, the fear, the anger and danger.  There’s my “Presbyterian rage”, I thought.  

“The Expulsion” was part of a cycle of paintings on Biblical themes that Boyd completed in 1947 or 1948.  Although the two figures are obviously “sampled” from a famous fifteenth century work by Masaccio, Boyd lifts the couple out of their Italian setting and relocates them in the Australian bush (just as legitimate as Florence, we’d say now, although it was a radical gesture at the time).  An angel drives two naked, radically vulnerable people into the scrub, with all its threat and danger.  Eve’s so pale.  Adam’s so defeated.  All comfort and promise is gone.  This was the first thing I saw after my tearful conversation.  This icon of the human condition – Adam and Eve, expelled – mirrored our actual condition that sunny Tuesday morning.  I couldn’t move.  I just stood and stared.

Then I saw something I’d never noticed before.  The look on the angel’s face wasn’t anger at all.  It was something more like fear, anxiety, heartbrokenness at this awful turn of events.

The look on the angel’s face points to a different story: the One who’s sent the angel to do this awful job won’t leave it here.  God can’t leave it here.  The angel drives them into the bush – heartbroken – where they will be met by the One who will insist on sharing their fate.  This One also chooses the human condition and death, but out of obedience rather than rebellion, out of love rather than greed.  They’ll be met there in the chaos of the bush, redemptively, by that One whose dying, saving words were “My God, my God, why…?”

The Heart of Things 

And then I noticed one more thing.  In Boyd’s “The Expulsion”, there is no garden.  Not even Masaccio’s stone wall, suggesting a garden behind it.  In Boyd’s telling of the story it’s all bush.  So there’s no going back.  There’s no encouragement to long for a lost, unambiguous paradise.  The human condition just is what it is.

To see this painting and to understand its subject in the context of its place in the Bible is to understand something that is being slowly masked by our culture of personal and corporate progress and success.  It is to understand, as the poet Virgil; put it, “There is heartbreak at the heart of things.” (Sellick, 2006)
The human condition just is what it is: heartbrokenness.  And it is where God chooses to be with us, redemptively.

I was reminded of an important work on the concept of original sin by Rita Nakashima Brock.  She argued that human beings are “constituted by our relationships” and that because of this “we are, by nature, vulnerable, easily damaged, and that vulnerability is both the sign of our connectedness and the source of the damage that leads us to sin.”  She wrote,

…sin is a sign of our broken heartedness, of how damaged we are, not of how evil, wilfully disobedient, and culpable we are.  Sin is not something to be punished, but something to be healed. (Brock, 1988)
We are who we are because we entrust ourselves to one another in relationship – especially and at best in relationships of love.  But there’s no way to do that without making ourselves vulnerable.  We can be hurt.  Indeed, when we love another we are bound to be hurt eventually – to have our hearts broken. 
My friends expected their beautiful son to die young.  But they held nothing back – not one thing – as they built their world around him and his needs.  Love just does that.  There is heartbreak at the heart of things, just because there is love at the heart of all things.  The tears of heartbreak that were phoned through to the gallery that morning and the many more tears that were shed the following week at the funeral were tears of love.  And there was something holy and, frankly, redemptive in shedding them together. 

At the funeral, Lamentations 3’s wailing and ranting with unrestrained grief honoured the place we found ourselves in, so we were able to trust ourselves again to verses 21-24.  
Table talk

Who’s the best leader you’ve known?  What did they weep over?

Henri Nouwen once said:

The Christian leaders of the future have to be theologians, persons who know the heart of God and … manifest the divine event of God’s saving work in the midst of the many seemingly random events of their time. (Nouwen, 1989-2002, p. 88)
It seems to me that when theological reflection helps you survive the end of the world – when it exposes God’s saving work in a time when the only kind of “abundance” is counted in tears – it really should be called “practical”.  It should also be called “leadership”.  I know enough of you well enough to know that you know how to lead like that.  And if you can lead like that – when the only kind of “abundance” is counted in tears –you can lead anywhere.
Thanks be to God for the abundance of leadership that we have in this room!
� The image can be viewed on line at: http://artgallery.nsw.gov.au/ Select: Collection, Browse, Advanced Search, and then enter the artist’s name and the name of the painting.
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