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Mark 5:21-43

“Out of the depths have I called to you, O Lord.” From the bottom of that ocean of chaos and meaninglessness. From the midst of those dark waters in which we all have swum, in which many are now sinking. It is a terrible thing to watch a person slip under those waves, to see them torn from the world we share, going where we cannot follow, into a place we cannot understand. It is even worse, of course, to be the one who is drowning.
One of the most respected spiritual authors of the last century, Simone Weil, has this to say:

“Affliction makes God appear to be absent for a time, more absent than a dead man, more absent than light in the utter darkness of a cell. A kind of horror submerges the whole soul. During this absence there is nothing to love. What is terrible is that if, in this darkness where there is nothing to love, the soul ceases to love, God’s absence becomes final. The soul has to go on loving in the emptiness, or at least to go on wanting to love, though it may only be with an infinitesimal part of itself. But if the soul stops loving it falls, even in this life, into something almost equivalent to hell.”

An army commander who lost his king and most beloved friend. An anonymous poet in the midst of inexpressible anguish. A woman whose disease had kept her exiled for twelve years from her worshipping community. A respected father who, despite his authority and piety, could not prevent his daughter’s descent into death. Four lives submerged in that horror who nonetheless found in their hearts the love, or at least the desire to love, that proved their salvation. How can this be?
The answer, in a word, is prayer. I’ve been sharing prayers over the internet and telephone with many of you this past week, and I want to at least try to say something this morning about what prayer does, or can do for us in the midst of calamity. Certainly, when we look at the men and women presented to us in our readings this morning, we see that they were people of prayer.
Oh, their words and actions do not look, in every case, like something we would consider prayer. But all four, even in the midst of their affliction, are reaching out. Let us not even try to define too closely who or what they are reaching for. After all, we ourselves are not always so sure, are we? We only sense, perhaps only dimly, that someone somewhere surely does not wish this affliction upon us. This is the desire Simone Weil spoke of – some small part of us wanting to love, wanting to hope. That desire is the birthplace of prayer, for what ever words or actions or thoughts that flow from that desire is prayer in its truest sense. Prayer is born of Godly desire and is what keeps hope and love alive in our souls, and especially in the afflicted soul.
This is because hope and love are our greatest defenses against fear, which is itself our greatest enemy. Fear tells us that there is no hope and hence no reason to love. Fear tells us that the one from whom we expect deliverance is in fact the author of our suffering. Now I know some people in some scary situations right now, and that’s different. You can be scared, nervous, concerned, preoccupied and still move ahead with your life. But fear robs you of the future by condemning you to a hellish future. Living in fear is indeed a living hell. Which is why we need to hear another prayer today, what can be seen as Jesus’ own prayer to and for the distraught father, Jairus: “Do not fear, only believe.”

Only believe, or want to believe, even if it is with some infinitesimal part of ourselves, and that is all the prayer we need. The power of prayer in our lives, the power of prayer to keep hope and love afloat, comes from that place where the promise of life meets the threat of death. The power of prayer flows from the Cross of Jesus Christ. Through the Cross Jesus entered our own anguish, despair, and fear. And Jesus found in that place exactly what we so often find – absolutely nothing. That’s right. Jesus was defeated by that Cross, just like we’ve seen so many good people defeated, just as we fear being defeated ourselves. But God brought even to that most ungodly of places victory and life, hope and love. So we never have to be defeated, ever. We may suffer. We may lose more than we think we can bear losing. “Do not fear, only believe” Jesus prays for us. Only believe that the place of suffering and loss where you may stand today is the very place where the Cross of our Lord is planted. That belief is all the prayer we need, with the power to lift us out of the depths.
I left you last week with one of my favorite prayers, let me do so again today. This is one that I sometimes say several times a day! Mark 9:24 – Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!
Amen.

� Simone Weil, Waiting for God (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1951) p. 120-21.





