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“When God Seems Far Away”
Mark 15:25-39; Psalm 22 August 13, 2017

No more tragic words were ever uttered by the human 
voice than the cry of Jesus from the cross: “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?”  These words sum up the 
anguish of every person who has ever suffered pain or tragedy.  
When we consider not only our personal suffering, but the 
vast trajectory of human torment through war, famine and 
demonic political ideologies in history, we, too, wonder if 
God has forsaken the world.  Has God forgotten us?

There are words at the heart of the Apostles’ Creed that 
affirm the truth of the suffering of Jesus.  We say in the creed 
that Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead 
and buried.”  We can understand why Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, is named, but why Pilate?  He was the rather 
insignificant Roman Governor of Judea from 26 to 36 A.D.  
Including Pilate in the Creed anchors the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus in human history.  The suffering of 
Jesus happens in the world in which we live.  The mention 
of Pilate also speaks of the corruption, fear, collusion and 
injustice that lie behind so much human suffering.  In 
spite of all the boasting about Roman justice, Pilate let an 
innocent man die in order to maintain the peace.  He did 
it to save his own skin.  Then he washed his hands of the 
whole affair and went on about business as usual.

Suffering is a part of the human condition.  Jesus shares 
with us in our suffering.  The Creed’s declaration of the 
suffering of Jesus brings to the heart of the faith not only 
the question of his suffering, but also our suffering  Some 
suffering is unavoidable and inexplicable.  Accidents 
happen; diseases strike with seeming randomness; nature 
itself can bring on disasters.  We also suffer as a consequence 
of our own mistakes and of the actions of others. Pilate is in 
the Creed as a reminder of the sad role that power hungry, 
sick and selfish human beings play in so much suffering.

When we speak of the suffering of Jesus, we are not 
only talking about the way he died, but also about the way 
he lived.  Jesus identified with the poor, the outcasts, the 
hungry and the oppressed.  He was ridiculed by the religious 
establishment, misunderstood by his family, rejected by his 
own people and betrayed by his friends.  No one stood up for 
him.  When he was on the cross, it appeared to all that even 

God had abandoned him.  On the cross he cried out, “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  The only answer 
to his cry was the darkness that filled the noonday sky. 

Six years ago, no one in Greensburg, Indiana stood up 
for 12 year old Devin Parsons either.  Over the years, call 
after call was made by teachers, neighbors, police and 
family members to report suspected neglect and child 
abuse. Investigations led to citations, recommendations for 
family counseling and drug testing.  Even after 18 reports, 
Devin and his siblings were never removed from the home 
or placed in foster care.  By the 19th call it was too late.  On 
June 2, 2011, Devin was brutally beaten, held under water 
and slammed against the television set.  His mother and her 
live-in boyfriend believed he had hidden their drugs.  On 
June 3, battered Devin stopped breathing and died (“Losing 
Devin,” Indianapolis Star, 2/12/2012).  Like Jesus, Devin 
knew what it was to be alone, abandoned and god-forsaken 
in his greatest hour of need.

The cross stands at the center of our faith.   Al Winn 
declares that when the Creed moves from the beautiful 
affirmations that Jesus was “conceived by the Holy Ghost 
and born of the Virgin Mary” to “suffered under Pontius 
Pilate, crucified, dead and buried,” it is as if a mangy dog has 
wandered into a beautiful sanctuary (p. 120, A Christian 
Primer). There are some who would like Christianity 
without the cross.  On one extreme there are those who 
say that when Christianity focuses on the cross, it glorifies 
suffering.  It is true that the Christian faith has been used to 
justify the plight of slaves, the abuse of women, indifference 
to the needs of the poor and acceptance of political and 
social oppression.  This is wrong. 

There are some who only want to talk about the blessings 
of God.  They say God is near to give us health, wealth and 
special favors.   This Prosperity Gospel has invaded cable TV 
and our churches like a deadly virus poisoning everything 
that stands in its way.  Slick hawkers of the Prosperity Gospel 
fleece the poor, live in mansions, own private jets and indulge 
their pleasures while children and refugees go hungry, suffer 
and die wondering why God seems so far away. 

The Christian faith does not glorify suffering, but 
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recognizes suffering as an inescapable part of the human 
condition.  God is not indifferent to suffering.  God does 
not passively accept suffering.  No.  In the cross of Jesus, 
God enters into our suffering to transform and redeem it. 
As Isaiah said of the Servant of God, “he was wounded for 
our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him 
was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises 
we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5).

Theologian William Placher, who taught at Wabash 
College until his early death, wrote that “the cross is not a 
model of passively accepting one’s suffering, but for acting 
boldly to make the world a better place” (p. 112, Jesus the 
Savior).

In the crucifixion of Jesus.  God acts boldly to make the 
world a better place by transforming suffering and death.  
The church has never settled on just one way of explaining 
how this transformation happens.  Over the centuries, the 
church has used many images to explain the cross.  In the 
cross of Jesus, God does not sit passively by and watch 
Jesus die; God participates in the death of Jesus by taking 
human sin and suffering into the divine heart and upon the 
only shoulders big enough to bear it all.  By absorbing our 
suffering and bearing it, God redeems and transforms it.  
In the cross of Jesus, we see the love of God that will not 
let us go.  In the cross of Jesus, we see the forgiveness of 
God that re-establishes our relationship with God.  In the 
cross of Jesus, we see the victory of God over sin and evil. 
In the cross of Jesus, we see how God pays the price that we 
cannot pay ourselves.  In the cross of Jesus, we see the justice 
of God revealed as divine mercy.  Charles Allen Dinsmore 
has written, “There was a cross in the heart of God, before 
there was one planted on the green hill outside Jerusalem” 
(p. 232, Atonement in Literature).

The cross tells us that just when God seems so far away, God 
is present with us in our pain and suffering.  God’s presence 
may be hidden, but God is here in the darkness of our trouble, 
doubt and even hopelessness.  God is here transforming grief 
into joy, death into life, and loss into victory.  

A young man I know has suffered the reccurrence of 
cancer after five years of being free.  He told me, “When 
I pray, I pray for healing, but also for courage.  I pray for 
the courage to face my unknown future with faith and 
confidence in God’s loving plan for me.”  Even on the cross 
when Jesus felt god-forsaken, he prayed with confidence 
and faith that God would deliver him from suffering and 
death.  On Easter morning, God did just that. 

We may cry out with Jesus, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?”  These are the first words of Psalm 22. 
It is a psalm that begins as a terrible lament about being 

abandoned by God to the suffering inflicted by others.  It 
ends with a surprising affirmation of faith that, in spite of 
the experience of abandonment, the psalmist entrusts his 
cause to the Lord with the certain conviction that God will 
come again to redeem.

God has not forgotten us.  Faith calls us to trust God even 
when we do not sense God’s presence, see God’s footprint 
or hear God’s voice.  Frederick Buechner has written, “To be 
commanded to love God at all, let alone in the wilderness, is 
like being commanded to be well when we are sick, to sing 
for joy when we are dying of thirst, to run when our legs 
are broken.  But this is the first and great commandment 
nonetheless.  Even in the wilderness - especially in the 
wilderness - you shall love God” (A Room Called Remember). 

A woman in a church we served had always had a difficult 
life.  Her husband abandoned the family and she was left 
to raise two small children.  She struggled each month to 
feed her children, pay the bills and keep the house.  As a 
child she had been brought up in the church, but she had 
drifted away.  Over a period of years, she had come to a new 
found faith in Jesus and a renewed relationship with the 
church.  Then she developed a serious chronic illness and 
one of her boys got into serious trouble.  When I heard she 
lost her job, I wondered why the black cloud had settled on 
her life.  I wondered how she would keep her faith in the 
face of everything that had happened.  I asked her if she felt 
Jesus had let her down.  I guess I was projecting into her 
experience my own uncertain faith and anxiety.  She looked 
at me with a calm spirit that I did not possess.  She said, 
“A lot of things have happened in my life – some good and 
many hard.  For a long time God was not a part of my life.  I 
could not deal with what is happening to me now without 
the faith that God will see me through.  God has not made 
things easier, but God is with me every step of the way.”

Sometimes the journey into god-forsakenness is the only 
path that leads to God


