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I was thinking recently about how fortunate atheists are. I say this because a Facebook friend wrote of seeing a bumper sticker which reads, “God is Just Pretend.”

	So if that is where you are coming from, that God is “just pretend,”, then you never have to worry about God abandoning you, and you never have to fret about feeling as if God has abandoned you. Neither is even on your radar screen.

	But for people of faith throughout the centuries, for believers in the here and now, for people who want to be believers in the here and now, the fear of being abandoned by God is often a lived reality, it is real, it is tangible, it can even seem inescapable.

	Pastor and author Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “Very few people come to see me because they want to discuss something God said to them last night. The large majority come because they cannot get God to say anything at all.” (When God is Silent, p. 51)

	One might think that this fear of abandonment would be most pronounced for those with the weakest faith, the least committed. And yet the Bible and experience tell us just the opposite.

	The writers of the psalms knew full well the feeling of being abandoned by God. In Psalm13 we read, “How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me?” And from Psalm 10: “Why, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in time of trouble?” And again, from Psalm 42: “O God, why do you cast us off forever? Why does your anger smoke against the sheep of your pasture?”

	Job, long-suffering Job, knew full well the feeling of being abandoned by God. Job laments, “He has cast me into the mire, and I have become like dust and ashes. I cry to you, and you do not answer me….” (Job 30:20)

	And then, of course, there is Jesus, Son of God, yes, but also fully human, crying out in agony from the cross, quoting from Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

	And more recently, the revelation, shocking to many, that Mother Teresa, Saint Teresa of Calcutta, often struggled with feeling abandoned by God. This from one of her letters, released after her death:

“In the darkness . . . Lord, my God, who am I that You should forsake me? . . . I call, I cling, I want, and there is no one to answer. . . Where I try to raise my thoughts to heaven, there is such convincing emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my very soul. . . I am told God lives in me – and yet the reality of darkness and coldness and emptiness is so great that nothing touches my soul.”

	What are we to do, here at the beginning of Holy Week, here at the beginning of a week which holds meaning like no other for those would-be followers of the One who came to teach and preach and heal and save, but who ended up nailed to a cross – what are we to do with this all too frequent absence of God, with a sense that God is not still speaking, that we have been abandoned?

	Perhaps we would do well to remember that even as the psalmists gave honest expression to their feelings of being abandoned by God, their songs of prayer were made in the confidence and hope that the one to whom they prayed was real, and heard those prayers, and would ultimately break that silence.

	We can remember that Job, for all his railings against God, was confident that while he might not understand why what had come his way had happened, God would and did listen to him.

	We can remember that even as Jesus quoted from Psalm 22, he also knew that the psalmist moved on to praise God for sticking by him:  the psalm ends on this affirming note, “For he did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; he did not hide his face from me, but heard when I cried to him.” (Psalm 22:24)

	And we can remember that even as she struggled with the silence of God, Mother Teresa came to understand that it was in this darkness that she was sharing the experience of the crucified Christ. She wrote, “I have begun to love my darkness, for I believe that is a part, a very small part, of Jesus’ darkness and pain on the earth.”

	This might not be a god who we, if we had our druthers, would have invented, would have come up with. A god which we would invent, a “pretend” god, to back to that bumper sticker, would not be silent; a pretend God would always answer us, would be as reliable as a vending machine, wanting only for us to turn and make our demands, always at the ready to give us what we say we want, no matter how far that might be from what we really need.

	Alas, this is the God we get. One who does not answer our every plea, at least not in the way we want or on our preferred timetable.

	And yet, even as we get the Good Friday silence which met Jesus on the cross, a silence into which he expelled his last breath, on Easter Sunday, just three days later, we get another silence, the silence of an empty tomb.

	When we ask, “Where is our God?”, we are confronted with these two inexplicable, mysterious, beyond-our-control and explanation silences.

	Could it be that it is there, in those mysterious silences, that our not-pretend God waits for us? Could it be that it is there, in those mysterious silences, that our not-pretend God longs for us? Could it be that it is there, in those mysterious silences, that our not-pretend God abides with us?

	May it be so. Amen.
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