“Surviving the Grief and Trauma of Suicide”

Special Message
Scripture: Psalm 13 and Job 7:13-16

Things I’d like to remember from today’s sermon:

(These Meditation Moments were also used the week of September 20, 2014. You will find an additional set of
Meditation Moments with the focus being “Forgiveness” at the usher stations in the back of the Sanctuary.)
Monday, May 18 — Psalm 31:9-24 — More than 50 psalms are “laments,” Hebrew poems that express sadness, depression or fear. These
emotions are part of being human, not some shameful sin. (For a deeper study, see Christian counselor Dwight Carlson’s book Why Do
Christians Shoot Their Wounded?) The psalmist described depression, limited vision, humiliation, anger at foes, panic. The psalmist chose a
wise way of handling these feelings, by clinging to trust in a God who is bigger than our pain and hurt.

In Numbers 11:15, we read that Moses asked God to end his life when Israel’s constant complaining felt like too much for him to
bear—but God didn’t grant his wish, and had much more for Moses to do. What spiritual choices can you make that will make it easier
for you to trust God with your future when things seem to be spinning out of your control?

In verse 17, the psalmist also prayed, “Lord, don’t let me be put to shame.” What are some of the internal messages that, perhaps
under the pressure of external events, trigger feelings of shame in you? How can you build an identity as God’s beloved child that can
minimize the destructive effects of shame on your life? (This is hard work, and may require help from a wise counselor or spiritual
director.)

Prayer: Lord God, like the psalmist, | want to “be strong and let my heart take courage.” Teach me your kind of honest strength. Guide me in
building my trust in you as I respond to your calling. Amen.

Tuesday, May 19 — Lamentations 3:16-26, 31-33 - Lamentations records the feelings of an Israelite (probably the prophet Jeremiah) who was
left in Judah after Babylon’s army destroyed Jerusalem and exiled many leading citizens in 586 B.C. (You can read about Jerusalem’s fall in 2
Kings 25:1-21). The writer was facing “suffering and homelessness,” and found it hard to imagine how things would get better in the future.

One of the great words of the Old Testament, the Hebrew word “hesed” in verse 22, is translated as “the faithful love of the Lord.”
Other English translations use expressions like “steadfast love” or “unfailing love.” The writer somehow recalled God's unending love
even surrounded by the rubble and smells of a burned, ruined city. How have you found and held to God’s steadfast, unfailing love in
the midst of awful circumstances?

Commentator H. L. Ellison wrote, “The ‘hope’ that the writer expresses here does not spring from denying or minimizing suffering and
misery. Rather, these are transformed when the mind is turned to God ... The very fact of awakening to a new day is renewal of God’s
mercy. Humans have passed safely through the night, a foreshadowing of death.” How do you start your day as you come awake?
Consider forming a habit of “turning your mind to God” and expressing gratitude for awakening to a new day.

Prayer: Creator God, thank you for the gift of this new day. Whatever trials or hardships | may face today, let the morning light remind me that
your mercies are ever-present with me. Amen.

Wednesday, May 20 — Romans 8:31-39 — In 1 Kings 19:3-4, we read that Elijah, great prophet that he was, was so terrified by Queen Jezebel's

threats that he asked God to take his life. He felt cut off from the divine love and power that had upheld him for so long. The apostle Paul, too,
knew how our feelings can ebb and flow. God’s love, he said, was not just a feeling, but a settled fact: “Who will separate us from Christ's love?
...'m convinced that nothing can separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
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o The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament says, “Height’ and ‘depth’ may simply personify the heavens above and
Hades (the realm of death) below. Other scholars suggest that they are astrological terms ... most first-century Greeks feared the
inevitable power of Fate working through the stars. For Paul, it is not fate, the stars, or angelic powers that determines believers’ lives;
rather, itis Jesus’ faithfulness (8:31-34) that does.” In a world where we often feel “out of control,” how can trusting that God is
ultimately in control give you the peace and security to live a contented life?

e  Scholar N. T. Wright wrote, “Look around at the many things that threaten to separate you from the powerful love seen through the
cross and resurrection, and learn that they are all beaten foes. Learn to dance and sing for joy to celebrate God'’s victory. The end of
Romans 8 deserves to be written in letters of fire on the living tablets of our hearts.” Why not print today’s text and put it somewhere
(bathroom mirror, over your desk, refrigerator door) where you'll see it often? Spend time learning these powerful words by memory.

Prayer: Gracious God, after trying to explain your goodness, Paul just broke into this great exclamation of praise. There’s lots I struggle to
understand, but | ask you to give me a heart of praise anyway. Amen.

Thursday, May 21 - 2 Corinthians 4:6-9, 16-18 — One reason Paul wrote 2 Corinthians was that many of the church members had turned
against him (in a church that he himself had started!). It was a big disappointment, on top of years of other struggles as he traveled and shared
Jesus in the Roman world ((2 Corinthians 11:23-27). Yet he was sure that, as long as he stayed focused on God’s eternal world, nothing in this
world could crush or destroy him.

o Paul’s description of himself as a “clay pot” (verse 7) did not show a lack of self-worth. It merely recognized the abiding truth for all of
us that God is God and we are not. How can learning to see yourself as a “clay pot” help to put you in a better position to avoid the
blows to your ego that can feel so crushing?

¢ Intoday’s text, Paul spoke of focusing on things unseen rather than things seen, on things eternal rather than things that don't last.
Similarly, in Colossians 3:2-3, he wrote, “Think about the things above and not things on earth. You died, and your life is hidden with
Christin God.” That wasn't abstract theology—he saw himself as already (though not yet fully) a citizen of God’s world. How much do
you focus only on the “here and now™? What helps you grow toward seeing that your real life is safe, hidden with Christ in God?

Prayer: Lord God, some days all | can see are my failures, my setbacks, and my pain. On those days especially, I really need your grace to show
me life as you see it, to show me your reality. Amen.

Friday, May 22 - Isaiah 40:26-31 — This passage spoke to Israelites weary from years of exile and who now faced a long, hard trip on foot from
Babylon to Israel. They were tempted to think God didn’t see their hardships. The prophet paralleled God's response to Job’s questions (see
Job 38-41) by directing his readers to their God, who created and whose understanding is beyond human reach. He invited them (and us) to
trust where we don’t understand, to “hope in the Lord” for renewed strength, and through faith to “fly up on wings like eagles,” to “walk and not be
weary.”

e (Can you recall times when you have felt like the Israelites in Isaiah 40:27: “My way is hidden from the Lord, my God ignores my
predicament™? Are there areas of your life that feel that way to you right now? In what ways can you reconnect with the Creator who
“doesn’t grow tired or weary” of caring for you? (If you ever feel desperate, that “ending it” is the only answer, get help! You can call our
Congregation Care phone anytime, 970-403-9551.)

o Isaiah wrote, “His understanding is beyond human reach” (verse 28). Our need to control, our challenge with “letting go,” can keep us
stuck in the very problems we seek to escape. God calls us to “let go” and trust him because “his understanding is beyond human
reach.” How can trusting, really trusting, in a God who'’s vastly wiser than you are renew your strength by setting you free from the
need to know all the answers.

Prayer: Lord God, when | feel you are absent from my life, that you don't care, help me trust you—and wait. When | can’t seem to love myself in
a healthy way, help me trust that you love and value me. Amen

Saturday, May 23 — Psalm 46:1-7 — In recent years, earthquakes and tsunamis, hurricanes and tornados have painfully reminded us that what
we call “solid ground” can, in fact, fall apart. Every day, health problems, broken relationships, financial crises, and tragic deaths cause the
“world” of individuals and families to fall apart. How do we “hold things together” when our world is falling apart? The psalmist knew how: “God
is our refuge and strength, a help always near in times of great trouble.”

o  Verse 4 might sound like a travel guide, until we realize that no river flows through the earthly Jerusalem. Then we sense that “God’s

city” isn't one limited earthly location, but an image of all of God’s people. The river points us back to creation (Genesis 2:10) and
forward to God'’s ultimate victory (Revelation 22:1-3). What ways have you found helpful in letting the river of God’s steadfast love
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pour energy, comfort and power into your life? How can you ground your spiritual life firmly in the world of this psalm, where “God is in
that city ... it will never crumble ... where God will help ... when the morning dawns™?

Prayer: Lord God, when my heart fills with joy, please, receive my praise (Ps 100). When I'm in the valley of the shadow and my heart breaks,
please, be ever near me (Ps 23). When I'm anxious and afraid, please, protect and cover me with your wings (Ps 91). When | stumble,
please, forgive and restore (Ps 51). When I'm angry at your perceived neglect, please, remind me to trust your steadfast love (Ps 13).
Amen.

Family Activity: We often say at FUMC, “The worst thing is never the last thing.” We can say this because of the hope we have in Jesus Christ.
As a family, create a collage of hope. Gather magazines, markers, glue, scissors and a piece of poster board. In the magazines, find and
cut out pictures that bring hope to your family. Use the markers or crayons to draw pictures and write words that communicate hope. Also,
talk about what brings hope to the whole world. Include images and words that represent those. Place your collage of hope in your home
where everyone can see it, or give the collage to someone who needs hope. Pray and thank God for your family, and for hope.

Special Message

“Surviving the Grief and Trauma of Suicide”
Sermon preached by Jeff Huber
May 16"-17" 2015 at First United Methodist Church - Durango

Scripture Readings — Psalm 13 and Job 7:13-16

1 0 Lord, how long will you forget me? Forever? How long will you look the other
way? 2 How long must | struggle with anguish in my soul, with sorrow in my heart
every day? How long will my enemy have the upper hand? 3 Turn and answer me,
O Lord my God! Restore the sparkle to my eyes, or | will die. 4 Don’t let my
enemies gloat, saying, “We have defeated him!” Don’t let them rejoice at my
downfall. 5 But | trust in your unfailing love. | will rejoice because you have
rescued me. 6 | will sing to the Lord because he is good to me.

13 I think, ‘My bed will comfort me, and sleep will ease my misery,” 14 but then
you shatter me with dreams and terrify me with visions. 15 | would rather be
strangled—rather die than suffer like this. 16 | hate my life and don’t want to go
on living. Oh, leave me alone for my few remaining days.

VIDEO Surviving Suicide Sermon Starter

SLIDE “Surviving the Grief and Trauma of Suicide”

Jeff Huber’s Sermon - First UMC Durango - May 16-17, 2015 Page 3



Today we look at a very important reality that our community has faced
over the past week in a very public way. It’s a topic we addressed in September
when we a school counselor from Escalante Middle School, Chad Novack, ended
his life. This sermon is similar to the one | preached following that event and while
many of us were here to hear it, many of us were not and | had several of you call
me and email me and say, “Would you do that sermon again? | need to hear again
what the scriptures teach about suicide and depression.” Suicide is a topic that we
seldom hear sermons preached upon and even in the broader society we don’t
talk about very much and yet it is so important for us to consider and ponder,
especially in the light of our faith.

| would invite you to pull out of your bulletin your Message Notes and your
Meditation Moments, which is the sheet of paper folded in half. If you're
watching at home or online you can download this resource right off of our
website or just get out a piece of paper and a pen or pencil to write with. We have
the Scripture passages I'll be referring to today at the top and then a place for you
to take notes. | want you to know that we pray every week before you even come
here. We pray over the seat in the sanctuary and we pray as we are preparing the
music and the message each week, “God, please use this time of worship to speak
to the people who come.” | can promise you that if you are willing to listen
carefully, somehow in this message God will speak to you. When you feel like
there is something said that is just for you, please write that down so you can
reflect on it a bit more deeply later. These Meditation Moments deal with our
topic today and we also have the Meditation Moments in the back on the topic of
Forgiveness that we had originally prepared for this week.

On the back you will find daily Scripture readings which is a chance for you
to read the Bible on your own and think more deeply about today’s sermon and
the ideas we will be talking about. If you don’t have a Bible, you can take one of
the Bibles from our pews and we will restock them. We also have stacks of travel
Bibles in the back that are yours to take and each one of them has inside of it a
list of Bible passages you might refer to during tough times. These are our gift to
you so please take them if you need them.

On Tuesday night | was getting ready for bed and my phone rang at home.
It was Dr. Doug Miller letting me know about one of our gt graders in our
community, Sawyer Ward, who had taken his life that day. | also talked that night
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to persons at Miller Middle School, where Sawyer was a student and where my
daughter attends as a 6" grader, about how the school would be responding to
the inevitable grief of students the next morning as they came to school. It was
especially painful since Sawyer was so well loved and he was so young and his life
had so much to offer the world. His death was a sober reminder of how fragile life
can be. Many of the care providers who were present at the school were very
concerned about other young people, and really anyone in our community,
struggling with the depth of darkness that Sawyer found himself in which led to
his suicide. Over the course of this past week | have received numerous phone
calls and emails from concerned parents and mental health care workers in our
community and it became clear that this sermon today, similar the one | did 9
months ago when a counselor at Escalante Middle School took his life, needed to
be preached again today. | know this sermon may sound familiar to you, but my
hope and prayer is that the Holy Spirit will use it to touch each of us in a different
way today.

I’'ve done six funerals as a pastor for people who have taken their own lives,
three of them young people, and each time | wished | had preached this sermon
the week before and maybe it would’ve made a difference. This week | will help
officiate at my seventh service for someone who has taken their own life. There
are 40,000 people who will take their own life this year in the United States and
that number has been growing steadily each year for the past five years. Once
every 15 minutes someone in the United States takes their own life and the state
of Colorado, believe it or not, is double the national average rate of suicide. La
Plata County is double the state of Colorado in terms of suicides per capita and
this past week we had one other completed suicide in our county in addition to
Sawyer’s. | visited with a number of people this past week who have attempted
suicide in the last year, two of whom are young people, and several who have
contemplated it.

Statistically, women are four times more likely to attempt to take their own
life but men are three times more likely to actually succeed at taking their own
life by suicide. Suicide is the second leading cause of death for people under the
age of 24, after car accidents. The leading factor that takes people toward suicide
as an adult is clinical depression, and for many adolescents it can be a quick
decision in a moment of darkness that is a new experience for them as they leave
the relative safety of childhood and enter a world that is often confusing.
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One of the things | want to note at the beginning of this sermon is the
strong movement to change our language when it comes to suicide and not use
the word, “commit.” We have often used this word to talk about suicide, but the
truth is that people commit crimes and suicide is NOT a crime. To use the word,
“commit,” can actually be a hurtful thing for families who are survivors of suicide.
Instead it would be helpful to use phrases like, “death by suicide,” or, “take their
own life,” or they “completed suicide.” We have to retrain our thinking in some
ways so we can be more sensitive as we minister and care for those who had a
loved one who took their own life by suicide. | mention that to you because it
might be helpful as you move through the next days and weeks.

| am going to spend the first part of this message looking at suicide from
the perspective of the Scriptures and how they speak to us, especially geared
towards those who struggle with suicidal thoughts and depression. I’'m hoping
that you might hear God’s word for you today. According to most surveys and
research, about 10% of the population of the United States is clinically depressed
at any given time. There will be 1000 of you who will listen to this message at
some point which tells me that at least 100 people who are watching or listening
to this sermon may be struggling with depression or suicidal thoughts. | would like
to share with you what | think God might say to you as part of this sermon today.

Let me begin by recognizing how it feels when we walk into a place of utter
despair or darkness, and it feels like there is no hope. A woman spoke to me once
and said, “Pastor Jeff, | want you to know that every single day | pray for God to
kill me. | won’t take my own life because my mother took her life and | don’t want
to do that to my children. | know the impact it had on me and my siblings and |
don’t want to do that to anyone, but | pray the car will hit me. | sometimes pray
that | will die by heart attack. | pray that somehow | would die today before | go to
bed so | don’t have to deal with this darkness tomorrow.”

| told her what | will tell each one of you. If you have those thoughts, then
you’re in good company, because they’re a whole lot of people in the Bible who
had seasons of darkness in their lives where they prayed that same prayer. Let me
remind you of a few of those places. In our desire to declare God’s goodness and
the joy of the good news, we sometimes forget these important parts of our
story.
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Moses was known as the great lawgiver. He had been leading the people of
Israel and he led them out of slavery. He led them through the Red Sea and into
the wilderness. They were wandering in the wilderness and it became almost
unbearable to lead these people for Moses. Some of the people came to hate
Moses and they voted to find a new leader to lead them back to Egypt and slavery
where at least they had cucumbers and leaks. Moses is feeling exhausted and
empty from all of this, both physically and emotionally. He comes to a place
where he feels completely rejected and in the midst of his despair we read these
words in Numbers 11:14 — 15. This is his prayer he utters to God.

SLIDE 14 “I can’t carry all these people by myself! The load is far too
heavy! 15 If this is how you intend to treat me, just go ahead and
kill me. Do me a favor and spare me this misery!”

Sometimes we joke about this passage, but | don’t think Moses was kidding
and | don’t think he was being facetious. | think he was describing the despair and
anguish that he was feeling at that moment and asking God to take his life so he
wouldn’t have to deal with this pain anymore.

The greatest King that Israel ever knew was King David. He wrote much of
the book of Psalms and many of them are songs of complaint or lament. These
are Psalms where the writer appears to be deeply depressed and overwhelmed
by the situation they are facing. That’s what we find in Psalm 13 where David
writes these words.

SLIDE 10 Lord, how long will you forget me? Forever? How long will you
look the other way? 2 How long must | struggle with anguish in my
soul, with sorrow in my heart every day?

Clearly David is wrestling with overwhelming grief and sorrow and
hopelessness and despair and God seems nowhere to be found. So we see the
greatest lawgiver in the Hebrew Bible, Moses struggle with depression. We see
the greatest King in history of Israel, David struggle with the same feelings.

The greatest prophet in the Old Testament is Elijah and at one point he has
a battle with the followers of Baal who was a false god of the ancient near East.
He goes to the top of Mount Carmel and has this great battle in which he calls
upon God and he is successful in defeating these prophets who sacrificed
children. Elijah wins the battle for the good but then Queen Jezebel whose name
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is synonymous with evil, puts a bounty on Elijah’s head. The great prophet of
Israel goes fleeing into the wilderness, afraid that he will be hunted down and
killed. He is all by himself, alone in that wilderness and we read these words in 1
Kings 19.

SLIDE 3 Elijah was afraid and fled for his life. He went to Beersheba, a
town in Judah, and he left his servant there. 4 Then he went on
alone into the wilderness, traveling all day. He sat down under a
solitary broom tree and prayed that he might die. “l have had
enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life, for | am no better than my
ancestors who have already died.”

So alone and defeated that he prayed to God that he might die, not unlike
another character that we find in the prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible or
what we call the Old Testament. You might remember in the epic poem of Job
how he lost his children and his livestock and his farm. He lost his health and his
wealth and ended up with sores all over his body. It was his wife who comes to
him and says, “Job, | don’t know what you did, but it must’ve been bad for God to
punish you this way. Why don’t you curse God and die!”

How’s that for a helpful wife?

Job’s friends come along and pile on and say, “Job you must’ve done
something very bad or all these terrible things wouldn’t have happened to you.”
Part of the reason for the book of Job is to teach us that when terrible things
happen it’s not God who is doing it to us or trying to punish us, which is what
people believed 700 years before Jesus and the Jewish community. That was the
common logic and theology of the time and it still is for many people today. If
something bad happens then God must be doing it and it’s because you did
something wrong. But Job didn’t do anything wrong. Job comes to a place where
he is so overwhelmed with sorrow but he says these words in Job 7: 11 and 13-16.

SLIDE 11“l cannot keep from speaking. | must express my anguish. My
bitter soul must complain....

SLIDE 131 think, ‘My bed will comfort me, and sleep will ease my misery,’
14 but then you shatter me with dreams and terrify me with visions.
15 | would rather be strangled—rather die than suffer like this. 16 |
hate my life and don’t want to go on living. Oh, leave me alone for
my few remaining days.
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Have you ever felt that way? Because that’s real and that’s how Job felt and
the main point | want you to see is that even those who are closest to God, even
those who are heroes of the faith, struggled at times with what we would call
today clinical depression. They struggled with moments where life felt utterly
hopeless and they felt helpless. The pain of this life seemed so hard that they
wanted this life to come to an end, so if you ever feel that way, you are in good
company. These folks, and many others that we don’t have time to name, felt the
same way and experienced that kind of grief in their hearts and souls.

Clinical depression becomes devastating when we believe there is no hope
and we begin to believe that what we are going through today is what we are
going to go through tomorrow and the next day and the next day for the rest of
our lives. What happens when we begin to wrestle with suicidal thoughts is that
we get tunnel vision and in that tunnel vision we can’t see beyond our current
circumstances. There seems to be a mountain of pain or adversity or difficult
circumstances and we can’t see anything else. We can’t see that on the other side
of the mountain there are oceans of joy and moments of peace. All we can see is
the pain or difficulty or adversity of the present circumstance.

We come to believe two things. The first thing we come to believe is that
this will never change and things will never get better. This is what it’s going to
be like forever.

We also come to believe that everyone else would be better off if we were
not here. We begin to listen to those voices that tell us we are worthless and
that we are not worth anything and that people in the world would be better if
we were not in it. One of the main images of the devil in Scripture is as a liar or
deceiver and we begin to believe that lie and deception that we aren’t worth
anything. That’s the only voice we can hear and he begins to overwhelm us.

We lose the ability to see the pain it would cause others if we took our life.
All we can see is this tunnel vision and this narrow focus and we can’t envision all
that will happen when we take our lives, we just know that the pain were feeling
right now will be over and we focus on that alone.

Maybe some of you listing to this sermon right now have had that
experience and have those thoughts, “The world would be better off without

14

me.
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| want us to think together about these two assumptions that are whispers
that we hear about ourselves telling us that we should take our own life and that
there is no reason to continue to go on. Let’s start with this idea of other people
being better off if we weren’t around. I've read several letters of people who have
taken their own lives and in one of them a husband wrote these words to his wife
before he took his own life.

“I love you dearly. This is not my giving up. This is my setting you free.”

The idea is that it would be better for you. | have seen this kind of note
written to parents and to spouses and to children. What we don’t see is what |
see when | walk into the house after someone has taken their life or when |
walked into an ICU waiting room of a family clinging to hope that their loved one
will survive the attempt on their own life. | see spouses who are in utter pain and
shock because of the death of their loved one. | see parents crumpled in fetal
positions, not knowing how they are going to breathe because of the loss they
feel. Survivors of suicide carry the grief for a very long time.

| have held children and wondered if they would ever stop crying. | have
held children and wondered if they would ever start crying. The pain is so deep
that sometimes it’s hard to even express and so it gets stuffed. | experienced all
those things and more as | walked the halls of Miller Middle School Wednesday
and sat with student after student.

There are lost hopes and lost dreams. There is an emptiness that next
Father’s Day or Mother’s Day or birthday or Christmas. Most of the people | have
known who have taken their own lives | know were good people and would never
want to inflict that kind of hurt or pain on their loved ones. It was not going to be
better for them if they take their life but they couldn’t see that. | spent time this
week with Sawyer’s parents and sisters and | am confident he would not have
wanted to cause them the kind of pain they are experiencing now.

You might know that there is an increased likelihood that the closest family
members or friends of someone who has taken their life will consider taking their
own life as well. This is one of the greatest fears | know of many at our schools
and in our community and | don’t name it to hurt Sawyer or his family any further
but simply to be clear about the truth of what happens for those family members
and survivors of a suicide and the thoughts they begin to have. | know this
because | have sat with these family members and friends as their pastor and |
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can say with almost 100% certainty that Sawyer would not want any of his friends
or family to take their own life. Nobody would wish to inflict that on their friends

or their families, but it is an unintended consequence that we can’t ignore during

a time like this. | met Sawyer at youth group a couple of times and | have listened
to many of you talk about him as a loving and caring friend with a great heart.

Here’s the second lie that begins to consume us. It will never get any
better and it will always be this painful. | have felt that at times and surely many
of you have felt that in certain situations. We feel this fear and anxiety that we
are stuck and it will never get better.

Let me remind you of these biblical characters that we have already heard
from today and where they were in the midst of their depression and where they
ended up after that moment where they prayed for God to take their life. First of
all let’s remember that God did not answer their prayer and take their lives.

Moses prayed in the wilderness for God to take his life but God does not
answer that prayer. Over the next 30+ years God leads Moses through the
wilderness with the cloud of smoke by day and a pillar of fire by night. All the
people who have been complaining and grousing at Moses either go their own
way or die of old age in the wilderness and new generation is born who look at
Moses as their great leader. They love and treasure him and will follow him
anywhere. He is able to teach them the ways of God and he gives them the law
once more before they enter into the Promised Land. Just before he dies at a ripe
old age he is taken to the top of Mount Nebo on the other side of the Dead Sea in
Jordan. He looks over the Promised Land and God allows him to see what awaits
these people he has been leading for all of these years. Most of Moses’ great
experiences would happen after that day that he prayed, “God, please take me
now. | do want to live anymore.”

The same thing is true of King David who prayed often these words of
sorrow and desperation, feeling as if God had abandoned him. David goes on to
become the greatest King that Israel would ever know and while he had moments
of sorrow in his life, there were also moments of unbelievable joy. He watched
children and grandchildren be born and lived to a ripe old age that was filled with
wisdom and a deep sense of God’s presence. Most of the best years of his life
came after his moments of great depression.
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While Elijah is in the wilderness, thinking he is the only one left and that he
has been abandoned by God, here is God’s voice whisper in his ear, “You are not
the only one. There are 7000 more prophets set aside just like you throughout the
land and you will unite with them but it will be okay. Trust me.” He has his
profound experience of hearing the still, small voice of God and after that he ends
up mentoring young Elisha. They serve God together until the end of his days
when, if you remember the story, Elijah is taken up into the heavens to be with
God on a chariot of fire. This all happened because God did not answer his prayer
when he prayed that he might die.

When you get to the end of Job you find that he and his whole life are
restored. After those years of terrible moments, Job continues to cling to his faith
and refuses to give up on God, regardless of what anyone else says. Job has this
powerful line in chapter13:15.

SLIDE 15 God might kill me, but | have no other hope. | am going to argue
my case with him.

| love this part of Job where he holds on by his fingernails and he argues
with God. He gets angry with God because God can take it and at least when you
are angry you are still in a relationship.

Finally, we come to the end of Job and we read these words in chapter 42.

SLIDE 12 So the Lord blessed Job in the second half of his life even more
than in the beginning. For now he had 14,000 sheep, 6,000 camels,
1,000 teams of oxen, and 1,000 female donkeys. 13 He also gave
Job seven more sons and three more daughters...

SLIDE 16 Job lived 140 years after that, living to see four generations of
his children and grandchildren. 17 Then he died, an old man who
had lived a long, full life.

IlI

All of his best years were ahead of him when he thought to himself,
would rather be strangled than to live in this body.”

In the New Testament there is actually one man who is successful in taking
his own life and his name was Judas, the disciple who betrayed Jesus. One of the
people closest to Jesus and one of his closest companions takes his own life. Jesus
spent three years with this man and he thinks he knows him, and for reasons that
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we really are unsure of, he betrays Jesus for 30 pieces of silver. When Jesus is
taken off to be crucified after being betrayed, Judas sees this and feels
tremendous guilt. He returns the 30 pieces of silver and he goes to a place called
the Potter’s Field. He puts the noose around his neck and he hangs himself from a
tree.

SLIDE Potter’s Field (Graphic)

| got to see this field from a distance on our trip to the Holy Land in
February. This is a picture of the Potter’s Field. It overlooks Gehenna which is the
New Testament name for hell and it is a valley where the trash was burned in the
first century in Jerusalem and the fires burned all day and all night. You can see
that from this field. Those rocks with holes in them are tombs where monastics
were buried. That tree you see in the middle of the field is one that has been
replanted over the past 2000 years, whenever one dies. That lone tree stands
there in the middle of the Potter’s Field to remind you of Judas Iscariot, coming
there in total despair and taking his own life.

When I see this field | can’t help but wonder what would’ve happened if
Judas had waited three days. If he hadn’t taken his life when Jesus was taken to
be crucified, but instead had waited for just three days, then what would’ve
happened?

Jesus would’ve risen from the grave after those three days. What do you
believe Jesus would’ve done if Judas had come to Jesus and fallen on his knees
and begged for forgiveness? Jesus asked God to forgive those people who actually
crucified him while he was hanging on the cross so what do you think he would’ve
said to Judas? | think he would’ve said, “Of course | forgive you Judas. You belong
to me and it’s going to be okay.”

What kind of ministry do you think Judas would’ve had from that time
forward? What kind of impact might he had traveling throughout the Roman
Empire telling his story? Can you imagine the sermons he would’ve preached?
sold Jesus out for 30 pieces of silver. | was the one responsible for him being
crucified. But after he was raised from the grave, he forgave me. He gave me a
new beginning and a fresh start and if he can do that for me, can’t Jesus do that
for you?” Can’t you hear Judas preaching this word of grace and mercy and being
one of the most powerful witnesses to the Christian faith and the good news of
the gospel of Jesus Christ?
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If he had only waited three days, imagine what could’ve happened.

| remember an 18-year-old senior in high school coming to me when | was
serving as a full-time youth pastor. She was in total despair because her parents
were getting divorced and she didn’t get into the college that she wanted and she
was afraid she was never going to have the career she hoped for. Her boyfriend
broke up with her and was already dating someone else after one week and she
confided in me that she felt like killing herself. She went to the hospital with me
and she began to see a counselor and take appropriate medication for the
depression in which she found herself and she graduated from high school. She
went on to a different college and then to med school and now she is an
oncologist, married and with a couple of children and bringing hope to those with
cancer. | am so glad she held on through those moments that felt overwhelming
because her best days continue to be ahead of her. She has joy she could never
imagine when she was 18 years old and in the throes of depression, thinking that
all of her hopes and dreams were dashed.

| think of a man who came to me a number of years ago in the middle of
dealing with a terrible illness. He didn’t want to go on with life and he wanted to
end it because of the pain of the treatments. We talked about trusting that God
will walk with us even through those painful moments and how he could hold on
through the valley of the shadow of death. He lived for four more years and
during that time he got to celebrate many moments with his family. He was a
profound witness to the light of Christ shining through him because he didn’t and
his life when he first thought about it.

| think of the man who was out of work for two years and started his car
while it was in the garage and close the garage door and waited. Somebody found
him and he spent several weeks in the hospital recovering. Initially he was angry
that people had stopped him from taking his own life, but today he would tell you
that he’s grateful that it didn’t work. He did find a new job and while it wasn’t a
dream job and doesn’t pay what he hoped, he has discovered a new sense of joy
about life beyond his work with an excellent therapist and some good medication
that helps the chemical activity in his brain work correctly.

| want to recognize that all of us hear voices and I’'m not talking about
schizophrenia or mental illness. I’'m talking about the mental tapes that you got
when you were a kid from your family or friends, some of which are positive and
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some of which are negative. Our conscience is one of those voices. Our culture
speaks to us as do the people around us, but also the Holy Spirit longs to speak to
us. Whether you believe in a literal devil or just a force of darkness, | would argue
that there is a dark voice which speaks to us as well sometimes.

That dark voice whispers to us, “You are worthless. There is no reason for
you to keep going. There is no hope. Things are just going to get worse. Life will
never get better. Everybody will be better off without you. Just end it now.”

Can | tell you that that voice is never the voice of God? In John 10:10 Jesus
said:

SLIDE 10 The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is
to give them a rich and satisfying life.

There are no hopeless causes with God. God promises to always walk with
us, even through the darkest places. Even if we can’t feel God, God is still walking
with us and there is joy on the other side of the pain. As people of faith, we keep
holding on as best we can and don’t give up.

I’m not whispering to you today. | feel like God is calling me to tell you in as
firm a voice is possible, “Don’t give up. There is always hope. Hold on because of
better days coming. The worst thing in your life will never be the last thing in
your life.” We choose which voices we want to listen to and | am inviting you to
listen to the voice of God today which speaks words of life.

One of the things | want to recognize today is the need for us to be aware,
as best we can, that our young people might be hearing those voices of the thief
that visit in the darkness. | would like you to hear from some students, all of
whom have either contemplated at attempted suicide, tells us how we might
prevent tragedies like this past week from happening again.

VIDEO Teen Suicide Prevention

There are many resources on the web which is why we’ve given you this
resource guide inside of your bulletin this week, complete with a list of counselors
and also places to go if you are struggling with depression. We also have
resources for those who are struggling with the grief and the trauma when
someone has taken their life. We have Stephen Ministers and counselors who are
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here after each service and they would love to talk to you. Let me remind you of
what they said in the video.

SLIDE You know your kid better than anyone else
SLIDE Pay attention to sudden changes of behavior
SLIDE We often have no idea they are struggling
SLIDE Say Something — Don’t be afraid to ask

SLIDE Ask straight out, “Are you thinking of killing yourself?”
SLIDE They want somebody to ask

SLIDE The best prevention is to ask

SLIDE Asking does NOT put the idea in their head
SLIDE Don’t downplay their feelings

SLIDE Make a list of people who can support

SLIDE Make sure your home is safe

SLIDE Trust your gut

| want you to notice what happens in the Psalm of David that we read
earlier. There is a shift that begins to happen in Psalm 13.

SLIDE 10 Lord, how long will you forget me? Forever? How long will you
look the other way? 2 How long must | struggle with anguish in my
soul, with sorrow in my heart every day? How long will my enemy
have the upper hand? 3 Turn and answer me, O Lord my God!
Restore the sparkle to my eyes, or | will die. 4 Don’t let my enemies
gloat, saying, “We have defeated him!” Don’t let them rejoice at my
downfall. 5 But | trust in your unfailing love. | will rejoice because
you have rescued me. 6 | will sing to the Lord because he is good to
me.

We always find this at the end of the complaint Psalms. What David does
and Moses and Elijah and Job do are the same thing. They say in essence, “I can’t
see God right now but I trust that you are there. | don’t feel you and my
circumstances are bleak, but I trust that you can deliver me and you will not
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abandon me. | remember what you’ve done for me in the past and that you long
for me to have a future filled with hope and goodness and joy. | choose to
believe that you will guide me in the future and you will never leave me and the
worst thing in my life will never be the last thing in my life.”

This is a part of what we offer as the church. It is our faith in Christ and our
trust that we will be delivered. In David’s case he would sing this and not just say
these words. That singing would raise his spirits. That’s what we do when we
gather for worship and why we’re always singing songs of worship in every
service.

| also know that we are social creatures and we need to be connected to
each other. When we get clinically depressed we withdraw and it is the very thing
that is worst thing for us and it’s the thing that we often do when we get
depressed. This is why being in a small group is so important and why we have
many of them here in this church. This is why we are always encouraging you to
find a group and to connect, because we need those relationships.

Some of you are watching this at home online and it’s because maybe you
are sick or you’re out of town. But some of you are clinically depressed and you’re
in your bathrobe and you just don’t want to go to church and deal with people.
We are glad that you are joining us online in this way right now, but | hope you
will take a risk and call us or connect here at the church in some way because the
very act of being around people may be the very thing that you most need.

Every weekend when | ask you to stand and greet one another, | know
some of you don’t like to do that. You don’t like to touch each other but let me
remind you that 10% of the people around you, it was all they could do to make it
here today and they need your touch. When they come and you shake their hand
you are offering therapy. You take someone’s hand and you look them in the eye
and you smile at them and you say, “I see you. You are not invisible. | noticed that
you are here and | care about you.” That’s part of why we do that at the
beginning of every service. Singing together and praying together and then greet
each other before the service is over, is all part of the therapeutic process of
connecting and being God’s people together. We need other human beings to
notice that we are still alive and we are still here.

We need good friends. We need good doctors and we might need
medication. We need a counselor that we can talk to and learn skills for dealing
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and coping with depression. We need pastors who will pray with us and help see
the Scriptures and how we might apply them in our lives. We need to gather
together to sing and praise God. We need to learn to trust and not give up. | can’t
feel God or see God right now but | will trust that God is with me and God will not
abandon me and there is always hope.

This is the primary message of the Christian faith. Some people think the
Bible is this book about how everything will be happy and we will always be filled
with joy when we follow Jesus Christ. That is not the story of the Bible. The Bible
is a story, page after page, of where God’s people go through difficult things
because we live in a world where people do horrible things to each other and bad
things happen but they don’t give up on God. Somehow God takes that pain and
brings good from it.

That leads me to some closing words for those of you who have survived
the loss of someone who has taken their own life. One of the first things | want to
recognize is that those who feel closest to someone who takes their own life feel
a sense of guilt. We think about the last time we saw them and if we could’ve said
something different or done something to encourage them. | have to confess to
you that every time | get called into a situation where someone has taken their
own life and they are a part of the congregation | serve | feel like a failure. How
did we not say the right thing or do the right thing or somehow give them hope?
You are going to feel the same thing if you are close to that person.

Here is what I’'ve come to realize. I’'m going to wrestle a bit with that guilt
but it also will lead me to preach a sermon like this today. I’'m preaching this
sermon today and | hope and pray it will make a difference.

| also recognize that none of us are perfect. Had you known when that
person close to you was going to take their life and you knew the exact time it
was going to happen and the exact place then I’'m guessing most of you would be
there to stop them. But the truth is we don’t know. If we knew exactly the right
thing to say then I'm sure all of you would’ve said it, but we didn’t know and
there is no way to know every single time.

Somewhere in there | want as your pastor, for you to hear this word of
grace. You are not responsible for someone else taking their life. It was not your
fault.
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| have preached six times for people who have taken their life and each
time there is one question that is first and foremost in people’s hearts, “What
happened to my love one? Will | ever see them again?”

The reason that we ask that question is because the church, throughout the
ages, has taught that if you took your own life you were committing murder. You
have usurped God’s authority and there is no chance to repent. This was part of
the logic of some in the church. The other part of the logic was asking the
question, “How do we keep people from taking their own lives?”

Here is why we feel some tension around this question. | preach about
heaven on occasion and we talk about heaven as being a great place. It is paradise
and in heaven there is no more sorrow or pain. There are no more tears and if you
are someone who is living with hell on earth and many tears, then that sounds
pretty darn good. So how do you keep people from making that choice?

| sat with a student this week who said to me, “The only thing keeping me
from taking my own life is that I'm afraid | will go to hell.” What do you say to
that? Do you tell them, “No, you won’t go to hell”? Part of me wants that person
to keep thinking that so they won’t take their own life. “If that’s keeping you from
taking your own life, then you just keep believing that.”

But | would rather have you find other reasons to avoid taking your own life
then your fear of going to hell. That’s why | tell you it’s going to hurt the people
you love the most, and it’s a lie to think they will be better off without you. | have
tried to convince you that there is always hope and the darkness you are going
through now is not the darkness you will live with for the rest of your life. | have
tried to teach you today that God walks with you through everything and that it is
never God’s will for you to take your own life.

But | also know that when there is somebody, a child of God, and they are
in such intense despair that they can’t imagine going on in life, and for whatever
reason, whether mental iliness or the darkness which is afflicting them, in that
moment takes their own life, am | going to tell you that God will push them away
and tell them, “I’'m going to be mad at you forever and you will be punished
forever”? As if they didn’t go through enough hell on earth already, we are going
to say they are going through more hell because of a choice they felt no way
around? | don’t believe that. | don’t believe that our God will pile that on to
someone who is already feeling so far away from Him, they can’t see any light.
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When Jesus was hanging on the cross, he looked at the people who put him
there and said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” There is
no such thing as the “unforgivable sin” and those words of Jesus some 2000 years
ago are meant for us today when we feel far away from God because of
something we did do, or something we didn’t do.

As we close, | want to remind you of a time in my life when | was serving as
a youth pastor in my very first church in Aurora, Colorado when | got a call from
one of my best friends in Colorado Springs. She and | had known each other since
our first years in college because we were active in our campus ministry together.
Her husband and | were roommates for a short time in college and | had just
played softball with him two months earlier on a softball team in South Denver.
She called to tell me that Chuck had driven up to a piece of property they owned
near South Park and had crawled into the trunk of their car and shot himself. We
all were in our mid-20s at the time and it was devastating. | can still see the
twinkle in his blue eyes and his silly thin blonde mustache | made fun of
constantly because you could hardly tell he had one. Chuck had lost his job and
was struggling with demons from his past and who knows what else. | felt like |
should’ve noticed something, but | didn’t.

At his funeral, we all were wondering, “What happened to Chuck? Where is
he now?” Can | tell you what | think? | think at that moment, he crawled in the
trunk of his car because he couldn’t think of any way out and in that moment that
he ended his life | see him standing with Christ and | hear God saying to him,
“Chuck, | am so saddened. | feel such pain because | saw the future and | knew
what | had in store for you. There were things that were going to happen and joy
that you couldn’t imagine. You wouldn’t be without work forever and there was
healing | was going to bring from your demons in the past. You were going to
make a difference in the world and | was going to redeem those broken places in
your life. There was so much beauty that you couldn’t see at the age of 25. There
was so much joy yet to come. | was going to take those hard things and bring
good from them if only you could’ve held on.”

“But Chuck, you are my child, and | love you. Come here.”

| picture God wrapping his arms around Chuck and holding him tight and
giving him life. I'm sorry, but which of you if you have children and they were in
mental anguish and complete despair, would push them away and say, “Go
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away!” I'm pretty sure that none of you would do that to your children. Instead,
you would reach out and love them with all the strength that you have and that |
think is what God does with those in anguish who take their own life. They belong
to God and God will not let them go or punish them anymore than they already
have felt punished.

| end with this. We who remain after the death of a loved one to suicide,
sometimes feel, “Why should | go on?” The mothers and fathers | have talked
with ask this question. They wonder if they need to end their own life. | will say
the same thing to you. God is able to bring something beautiful from that pain.
The Scriptures teach us that God gives us beauty for ashes and brings joy in the
morning. God works for all things to come together for his good and while he
doesn’t cause those bad things to happen, he will force them to accomplish his
good.

Chuck’s wife Alane went through that hell of losing her husband. | sat with
her and watched her in a fetal position for three days, in pain and wishing to be
dead herself. Do you know what she did next? She went to seminary at Boston
University and she is now a United Methodist pastor at Crossroads United
Methodist Church in Grand Junction. She’s one of the most amazing pastors |
know and took a church in Salt Lake City that was dying and turned it around and
helped them sell their old building and buy new property and be reborn in a new
location where they have a chance at new life. She knows firsthand what it means
for God to bring beauty out of ashes and | have gotten to watch God do that in
her life. | know that experience of losing her husband her first husband has
profoundly shaped her ministry and it has become a gift to others. God takes the
pain, and put in his hands, will bring something good from it.

Whenever | do a funeral for someone who has died from taking their own
life, | think of the hymn that so many know, even those not in the church. It was
written by a former slave owner who was responsible for the imprisonment and
death of many slaves before he found Christ.

“Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. |
once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now | see.”

“Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail, and mortal life shall cease, |
shall possess within the veil a life of joy and peace.”
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“When we’ve been there 10,000 years bright shining as the sun, we’ve no
less days to sing God’s praise than when we first begun.”

| do believe that Sawyer now rests with his heavenly father.

If you are struggling with thoughts of suicide, then please let us help you.
This is not God’s dream for your life or your death. There is always hope.

Let’s pray...
SLIDE Prayer

While your heads are bowed and your eyes are closed, you may not know
what to pray. Maybe it’s been a long time since you prayed. | would like to help
you to be able to do that and maybe in your own words you can pray and commit
or recommit your life to God. If you’re not sure what to say you might just say
these words after me. You can whisper them under your breath.

| trust you oh God with my life...

Help me in my dark moments...

to remember that you are there...

Help me to listen for your voice...

Help me to trust that there is always hope...

Lord | know there are people in this place today who are struggling with
pain. Help us to reach out to them and to each other. Help us to love, comfort and
encourage them in the loss we have felt this week and in those moments where
we feel alone. Into your hands oh God we commit our spirits. We pray this in your
holy name. Amen.

Jeff Huber’s Sermon - First UMC Durango - May 16-17, 2015 Page 22



