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As a person who teaches middle school I can tell you that today’s opening question is unique. 
Students at my school would never come up to me and say, “Teacher, we want for you to do for 
us whatever we ask of you.” Kids are bold but they’re not that bold. No kid at my school is going 
to walk up to me and ask me to do whatever they want me to do and if they were to ask it of me 
they would never expect me to do it.  I mean, could you imagine? Some kid comes up to me and 
says, “Mother Taylor, make me student council president.” I would be like, “Sorry little Johnny, 
but your outside your mind if you think I’m just going to bypass all these other kids who also 
want to be student council president and just give it to you because you asked me to. That’s not 
how this works.” 
 
And you know, that’s kind of Jesus’ response too. He’s says, “to sit at my right hand or at my 
left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” Notice he doesn’t say, 
“no I won’t give it to you,” he says, “it’s not mine to give.” In other words, the God of the 
universe who has been incarnate in the form of Jesus is stating in today’s gospel that there are 
limits on God’s intervention in our lives.  
 
So when people say, “everything happens for a reason,” they are exaggerating the truth. The 
truth is that all things can be redeemed, all things can be healed, and all things can be made 
whole by the God who promises to be with us through all of eternity… but God does not promise 
to protect us from the bad things that happen in this world or to give us things that we have not 
earned ourselves. “It is not mine to give” is a statement that suggests there are forces at work in 
the design of this world that leave us vulnerable to pain. 
 
As someone who has had to bury other people’s children, I can tell you I already knew this about 
God and the world. I didn’t really need today’s gospel to confirm. I can tell you that when I sit 
with a mother who is grieving her child it does no good to tell her that this happened for a 
reason. More than that, it wouldn’t feel true to say it to her. I don’t think God causes that much 
pain in order for somebody else to learn a lesson.  
 
And yet, as a mother myself, I’m tempted to buy into the idea that God will protect me and mine 
if I do the right things in this world. It would give me a false sense of security and in my anxiety; 
even a false sense of security would feel nice. I want my kids to live. I want them to live a full 
and happy life and it would be such a relief to have some control over that; to have some 
guarantee that that will happen. But today’s gospel makes it clear that no such guarantee exists.  
 
And even thought that illusion of safety would feel nice, it wouldn’t work. Illusions don’t hold 
up to reality and when reality crashes against the illusion we can be left to feel like God has 
abandoned us or that we have done something to cause the pain in our lives. It makes the sting 
that much worse. 
 
Because if we allow ourselves to believe in a God that provides blessing to some and not to 
others then eventually, when we run into suffering, we will begin to ask questions like “why 



me?” and cry out things like, “it’s not fair!” And all the while we were never promised protection 
in return for belief or fairness in return for good behavior.  
 
As a matter of fact, Jesus’ greatest friends and most obedient followers; his disciples, all died 
violent deaths. Jesus told them it would happen, too. He never said, “be brave, change the world, 
open hearts, and love fiercely and in return you will be prosperous and happy!” No, “what he 
said was, in John 16: “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the 
world you will have tribulation." And in Matthew, “Everyone will hate you because of me.” And 
from today’s gospel, “whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.” To be a 
citizen of this planet is to take the hard path. There isn’t a person in this room that will escape 
suffering.  
 
But to you young people in the church this morning don’t let my words scare you. It is true that 
you will face hard times in your life. You might lose a loved one, you might get a hard diagnosis, 
you might lose a job or a house. Those are all possibilities but hear me now: you are strong 
enough to go through that without losing yourself. Your life will find its new normal and you 
will maintain your dignity, you will be capable of experiencing joy, and you will discover that all 
is not lost. In the words of the late John McCain, “Nothing is going to break you.” 
 
I think that is the lost message when we try to convince ourselves that we have the power to 
avoid catastrophe by believing in a God who will rescue us from life. In asking God to intervene 
we are giving our hearts the message that we can’t handle or live through the pain. 
 
But we are capable of surviving pain. What God did promise us is that God will be with us in 
every moment. A God that does not intervene is not the same as an absent God. Like a parent 
who watches a child fail on the ball field without going out there and yelling at the coach and 
directing the child where to stand but later allows the child to sit in their embrace and reminds 
them that they are loved and this one thing doesn’t define them, so God sits with us, reminding 
us that we are loved and that this one thing doesn’t define us. 
 
God has promised to give us strength and solace and mercy in the moments when we need it the 
most. I remember coming to the altar to receive a healing blessing after suffering a miscarriage. 
It was a male priest that was moving along the rail and I started to tense the closer he came to 
me. What could he possibly pray for that would heal me and not hurt me? I didn’t want him to 
ask God to give me a child because it was obvious to me in that moment that that was not a 
guarantee and I didn’t want to get my hopes up only to be dashed again. I didn’t want him to 
pray for healing alone because I knew that I wasn’t going to be healed in that moment.  
 
I remember holding my breath as he anointed my head with oil and asked me why I was there. 
Then he gently whispered into my ear as his hands cradled my head, “God have mercy on her,” 
and I let out my breath. I felt myself lean into that prayer. Felt myself recognize that what I 
needed in that moment was mercy. Not guarantees or healing or a shallow promise that this 
happened to me for a reason. What I needed more than anything was mercy. I just needed the 
heaviness of that moment in my life to lift enough to breathe. And it did and I began to move 
forward once more. 
 



That day at the altar I realized that not only did God not leave me but God put me here with other 
people to support me. One seminary professor I had opened his first class by saying, “you and I, 
although we don’t know each other, go deeper than brothers and sisters because we are grounded 
in the same reality--that of God.” That always stuck with me, that my relationship to strangers 
could go deeper than even brothers and sisters because I am connected to them through my 
connection with God. God has given us to each other.  
 
In fact, God has connected us to each other so thoroughly that we are connected not just 
spiritually but physically and emotionally too. Did you know that babies will die if they aren’t 
touched? We literally can’t survive without each other’s touch. And God has connected us to 
each other emotionally. Scientist and doctors can measure brain waves. Did you know they can 
measure heart waves too? In fact, the energy coming out from the heart and gathering data is 
greater than the energy being put out by the brain. It’s why you are able to walk into a room and 
immediately be able to tell if the person in there is mad at you. Your heart has reached across the 
room, interacted with the other person’s heart, gathered the data and looped that feedback back 
to you. It’s actually pretty incredible how connected we are to each other.  
 
That is by design. God wants us to yearn for each other. That’s why division is so unsettling. We 
weren’t meant to be separated. We aren’t meant to walk alone. God has promised us God’s 
presence and God has promised us communion with each other. Those are the things that are 
real. Those are the things that will guarantee us a life fulfilled.  
 
Recently I’ve noticed that there is an up tick in doubt amongst my middle school students. Every 
year I get one or two claiming they don’t believe in God but this year, there have been several. 
These are not problem children with Godless parents. These are good kids who find their doubt 
distressing. One boy looked at me the other day and said, “Mother Taylor I want to believe. I 
want to believe so badly but, you know, nothing has happened.” 
 
You see, we do damage by touting a God who protects and blesses on a whim. This person might 
be spared but not that person. This person may be given a wealthy existence but not that person. 
This person may experience God’s touch but not that person. That underlying message makes it 
difficult for people to believe. Because the truth is that that God does not exist and if people are 
looking for that God they won’t find him. 
 
God exists in pain. God exists in the communion we have with one another. God exists in the 
nitty gritty of real life. And that is the good news. God is real. God is with us right now and will 
stay with us in the moments that seem unbearable. God will help us rebuild and heal and keep 
moving forward. And in the end, nothing will be lost. In the end, intervention won’t be necessary 
because all of creation will be woven together again and made whole. Do not fear. We can make 
it and we can do it together.  
 
As Barbara Brown Taylor says in her book, Learning to Walk in the Dark: “If I had to name my 
disability, I would call it an unwillingness to fall. On the one hand, this is perfectly normal. I do 
not know anyone who likes to fall. But, on the other hand, this reluctance signals mistrust of the 
central truth of the Christian gospel: life springs from death, not only at the last but also in the 
many little deaths along the way. When everything you count on for protection has failed, the 



Divine Presence does not fail. The hands are still there – not promising to rescue, not promising 
to intervene – promising only to hold you no matter how far you fall. Ironically, those who try 
hardest not to fall learn this later than those who topple more easily. The ones who find their 
lives are the losers, while the winners come in last.” Let yourself fall. Let yourself lean into the pain 
and there, you will be met by God. 


