Putting Together the Pieces: Hope & Wholeness

Psalm 22:23-24, 26-27 & Luke 8:26-39

No hope.


Those are the words Melody Beattie most vividly remembers from the days she spent beside her son’s hospital bed. Days that followed a skiing accident that ultimately would claim her son’s life.


“No hope,” the doctors said. “No hope,” the nurses agreed.

 
And as the certainty of her son’s death settled around her, no hope became the refrain that echoed within her soul. For with her son’s death, Melody Beattie’s hope also died.


Several years later, as part of her healing process, Beattie wrote a book about the lessons she learned during that time of pain and brokenness. In the opening pages, she writes:


Change is constant. But the change wrought by some moments is more profound than others. Sometimes we turn a corner. Sometimes we’re pushed off a cliff. We aren’t facing our worst fears; we’re living through them.

This seeming fall from grace may be triggered by one traumatic incident. Or it may be a slow grinding away of passion and hope until all that’s left isn’t bittersweet—it’s plain bitter. Life has repeatedly disappointed us, and we can’t seem to pull out of it. It’s not that our faith is weakened; it’s that we don’t believe in life anymore.

The magic is gone.


We don’t have any hint as to how change has come into the life of the man at the center of today’s gospel reading. We don’t know what corner he turned or off what cliff he was pushed. But something has overtaken his life and placed him at the margins, where little or no hope resides.


The man’s community has attempted to care for him. By shackling and guarding him, they’re able to feed him and keep him alive while keeping themselves safe. But when he’s unshackled, he leaves the world of the living for the world of the tombs. One writer has noted that his life is “a paradox of being shackled in a fearful community or freed in a terrible loneliness.”

And there’s really no reason for this man or others in his Gentile community to hope that Jesus—a Jewish teacher—will change things. No hope seems to sum up the situation.


And yet, even in such a seemingly hopeless and broken situation, perhaps there are pieces we might discover to help us complete the puzzles that represent our lives of faith.


Melody Beattie made such a discovery. And so she wrote her book—a book “about rekindling the flames of passion when the embers begin to cool.” A book “about letting ourselves see, touch, feel, and taste life’s magic again when we think all the magic is gone and probably never existed in the first place.” A book “about swallowing pride and fear and having the guts and the tenacity to have faith when we’ve been stripped of naivete and shaken to the core—when we know too well that life isn’t just mysterious and unpredictable, it can be unbearably cruel and breathtakingly wondrous, sometimes at the same time.”


That’s the message that appears again and again in Luke’s gospel. Life can be mysterious and unpredictable. Life can be unbearably cruel and breathtakingly wondrous. And in the course of that life, hopes are born and hopes are lost.


What do we do when our life seems hopeless? Maybe it’s the hope we have for our families or our careers or our faith. Maybe life hasn’t turned out the way we imagined or expected. Maybe we’ve failed, or other people have failed us. Maybe everything seems to be changing, and there doesn’t seem to be one thing we can do about it. Whatever the scenario, we feel our hope has disappeared. What do we do?


Let me offer three insights that may be helpful.


The first is that we really can’t think our way through such a time in our life. When we experience a loss of hope, we need to allow ourselves to feel that loss—and to feel it deeply.


During the past few months I’ve been working to get in better touch with the feeling side of my personality. My natural inclination is to solve problems, relate to other people, and view the world in general by thinking things through. There’s nothing inherently wrong with that approach. But I’ve realized that for me to be more whole I need to balance that emphasis on thinking. And so I’ve worked to be more conscious of how I feel in various situations.


One of the things I’ve discovered is that when I’m more aware of my feelings, I become more alive. I’m more aware of the joy I experience when I’m with friends. I’m more responsive to the beauty I find in music, in nature, in great writing. I’m more open to God’s presence and experience that presence all around me.


But I’ve also discovered that as I become more in touch with my feelings, I experience pain and disappointment at a deeper, more intense level. Being alive to our feelings means feeling the bad, as well as the good.


And yet I’m learning that as I live with those feelings of pain and disappointment a transformation somehow takes place. Getting in touch with my deepest feelings somehow frees me to see new possibilities, to gain fresh perspectives, to replace worn-out expectations with dazzling new dreams.  I’m coming to recognize that while I can’t control what happens around me—and sometimes to me—I can be authentic in the way I respond.


When things seem hopeless, we need to let ourselves feel that loss or absence. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus is keenly aware of the hopelessness that weighs down so many around him. He sees, speaks to, touches, reaches out to those people. He doesn’t deny or make light of their situations. Instead, it seems to me, he enables them to face their sense of loss, of confusion, of despair.


But Jesus also does something else. He offers people a new kind of hope—one in something that’s beyond their own power.


It’s the hope that Jesus offers the man living among the tombs. To this one whose life seems so broken and chaotic, Jesus offers the hope of wholeness and purpose.


And it’s in that offer that we discover another insight. When our situation seems hopeless, we need to rely on a source of power or energy that’s greater than our own.


We may find this energy in those who are part of our journey through life. Family and friends. People with whom we work and worship. Next-door neighbors and long-distance confidants.


We also may find this power as we allow God to come close to us. Through the words and actions of Jesus, the one known as demon filled discovers a God who loves and lives with us. A God who wishes to share our greatest joys and our deepest sorrows. A God who invites us to bring our fears, our doubts, our hurts. And a God who offers us the gifts of healing and renewal, of hope and wholeness.


That brings us to a third insight. When we experience the loss of hope, we need to open ourselves to the possibility of a new beginning.


Let me share a story that reveals something of what I mean. It’s a story the novelist Lauren Winner tells about a woman named Mary.

Mary was a nice but sort of cowering woman. She’d grown up in a household and a community in which she’d been taught that the sole calling for a woman is marriage.

She did marry. Her husband was a kind enough man, and she was devoted to him.

If you were being polite, you might have described Mary as “sweet.” If you were being a bit more honest, you might have said “deferential.” If you were feeling a bit catty, you might have called her “simpering.”

When Mary was 43, her husband died.

Mary seemed to shrink. Whatever their relationship had given her—love, a sense of purpose, a sense of security, identity—was now gone. For about four years, Mary was a shadow of her already shadowy self.

Then a woman in her congregation invited Mary to work with her in a ministry to battered women. Surprisingly, Mary took to that work like a duck to water.

There were those who’d wondered what this pleasant but whispery woman was going to offer to abused women. But during her first year of working with the women, Mary changed.

All the clichés apply: She came out of her shell. She blossomed. She seemed to have new life. She couldn’t stop talking about all she’d learned from the women with whom she was working, the women to whom God had directed her.


Where there’d been hopelessness and brokenness, a new beginning took hold. A new beginning not unlike the one experienced by the man who’d once lived among the tombs—but who now sits at Jesus’ feet as a disciple and will become a witness to his own people.


Lauren Winner shares another comparison—one that has to do with the communities that surrounded Mary and the man. She recalls that she and others in Mary’s community didn’t respond well to the woman’s transformation—at least not at first.


The fact is they’d gotten accustomed to Mary, and they liked her the way she was. They liked clucking over her. They liked gossiping—concerned gossip, but gossip nonetheless— about her. 


She’d played a certain role in their community. In short, she’d made them feel better about themselves.


So they didn’t applaud her awakening. Rather, they questioned it. And they did more “concerned” gossiping: Should sweet little Mary really be spending so much time with those battered women? Was she putting herself at risk? What was the friend who’d invited her into the ministry thinking, anyway?


Eventually, they changed their tune. But at first, Mary’s transformation made them twitchy.


Winner adds that they were an awful like the people in the story from Luke. Those people who were so “freaked out” by Jesus and worried about what this changed situation might mean that they told him to leave.


Perhaps like those in Mary’s community, they were ambivalent about the transformation they’d just seen. They’d gotten used to their friend, and that friend’s afflictions made them feel healthy and whole by contrast.


As we seek to put together the puzzles of our faith, may we find the pieces of hope and wholeness we’re missing. And may we be grateful when both we and others find the pieces that will most fully complete the pictures that reveal the lives of faith we’re called to lead. Amen.
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