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For the next weeks, we’re going to spend some time thinking about the
questions and conversations we, as a community, have to really KNOW
each other.

Some of the best conversations start with good questions, questions
we’ve been meaning to ask, questions that keep us curious, and
questions that lead us deeper into courage and connection. We’ve crafted
this worship series around four guiding questions: “I’ve been meaning to
ask... Where does it hurt?, Where are you from?, What do you need?,
Where do we go from here?”” As you can see, these questions aren’t
surface level; they invite us to tell our stories, share our pain, care for
one another, and dream about a new way forward together.

We’re starting this week with the question: Where does it hurt?

If we’re going to be courageous and vulnerable, I think we might as well
be brave and start here.

And just a minute of space before we read the text for today, I’'m going
to read our text from 1 Samuel. It’s the story of Hannah, and the part of
the story where she is hurting because after years of marriage, she isn’t
getting pregnant. And like the many stories in the Bible about fertility
and reproduction and pregnancy, this can bring up a lot of emotion about
our own experiences: whether we’ve experienced infertility, pregnancy



loss, reckoning with what means to be childless (whether that was
something we wanted or something we didn’t want for our lives).

This is complicated stuff, and it’s complicated in different ways for
different people, and I want us to hold space for you in whatever way
you might need upon hearing this story. Quite honestly, there have been
times in my own life when I could not have sat in church on Sunday
morning and listened to this story: I would have either had to tune it out
or leave the space. Please do what you need and know that we hold that
space for you. Remember that when we pray for the Spirit to meet as we
read scripture, we are also praying for the Spirit and this community to
be present for us in whatever way we need. Maybe it’s more true when
we’re engaging a text that probes at places where we’ve experienced
hurt.

1 Samuel 1:1-18

During my second year of seminary, my classmate and dear friend Heidi
lost her husband. He was in a horrible car accident. He was airlifted to
the hospital and died several days later without ever regaining
consciousness. Like me, Heidi was in her early 20s, married just a year
or two. My little circle of seminary girlfriends spent those days going
back and forth between the hospital. It was an absolutely heart-
wrenching, devastating thing to accompany our young friends through
this.

At one point in that weekend, I was in an elevator in the hospital with
one of those little circles of friends, and she said, “I feel like it’s not OK
for me to tell anyone this right now, with what’s going on. But I need to
say it out loud. I had a miscarriage last night. It really was too early for
us to even tell anyone we were pregnant. But I’'m so sad.” The other two
of us hugged her, and she cried a little, and then she wiped her tears
away fast before the elevator doors opened and we were back to the



waiting area where Heidi was. It was so deeply sad: we were all so
(rightly) completely absorbed in this horrible thing that was happening
to our friend who was losing her husband. And one of us had to just sort
of leave her deep sadness in the elevator. I honestly can’t judge any of
the choices any of us made in that moment (my memory is that we
didn’t tell Heidi until a few weeks later): it is hard to know what to do
when you are hurting, and when there are bigger hurts around you. There
are no perfect choices.

When I think about that elevator moment now, there are two things that
stick out to me, first, there are kinds of hurts that we are told, culturally,
to keep private. And, while this 1s maybe changing a bit, all of the
various hurts around reproductive health and fertility, particularly for
people with a uterus, have long been sort of a taboo topic.

The other thing about that elevator moment, again, is how we compare
hurts. Again, I have nothing but grace for my past self and my friends in
that moment. We did our best to be present for each other.

But sometimes, we get the message that our small hurts don’t matter as
much as the big ones. We internalize messages to just “suck it up”
because other people have it worse, or we engage in the opposite form of
comparison: the suffering Olympics. We get almost competitive about
who has suffered more; and only the person who wins the medal is
allowed to have their hurts acknowledged.

I think both of those extremes are wrong, because I think that being open
with ourselves, and with others, about where we ourselves experience
hurt, being open to those hurts prepares us for the work of engaging with
a hurting world.



Now, I am going to ask you to watch a longer video clip than I have
EVER shown during a sermon. Sonya Renee Taylor is an author and
activist focused on racial justice and body liberation. I think that’s a
fancy way to say that she focuses on what it means to be human and live
in and appreciate the bodies we have. This video is her talking about
how accepting and experiencing our personal depths of pain and hurt are
not a competition, but a way to use our individual experiences to create
space for compassion and understanding of others. I could have
summarized it, but I think it’s important to hear the whole thing, and in
her own voice.

(Please note, there is one use of a minor swear word in here. I just want
you to be prepared for that.)

VIDEO

I love the nuance Taylor has here. She collapses all the arguments about
whose hurt is worth paying attention to, and reminds us that everyone’s
experience of pain is, well, painful for them. And that we can recognize
our own most painful experiences;

And she also challenges us, those of us with privilege (or, as she calls it,
domination): we can recognize that the ways we’ve been hurt might not
be as big as the ways others have but we can still leverage our
experiences of pain to cultivate compassion and to work for justice.

It’s not that our individual painful experiences aren’t important or
formative. It’s what we do with them.

And I would add this wrinkle to what she’s saying: Taylor is not
necessarily talking from a Christian tradition. But in our tradition, we are
striving to follow the example of Jesus. We are called to be Jesus’ body
in this hurting world.



And Jesus provides us with an incredible model that is not dissimilar to
what Taylor describes: she talked about accessing that “well” of pain
you’ve experienced. Our tradition talks about something Jesus did,
“kenosis” or emptying, as a way that God came near to us, to all of
creation, in our hurt.

The book of Philippians includes what was probably an early Christian
hymn or piece of liturgy for church, that explains how this worked, how
Jesus became human, walked among us, emptied himself of the glory
and honor of being God, and actually experienced human frailty and
pain right alongside of human beings and this beautiful but broken
world.

Philippians 2:

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though
he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as
something to be exploited, "but emptied himself, taking the form of
a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human
form, ®he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of
death, even death on a cross.

And the passage continues and explains that this experience of emptying
himself becomes the reasons why Jesus is exalted and adored by us:

Therefore, God also highly exalted him and gave him the name
that is above every name, 'so that at the name of Jesus every knee
should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 'and

every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory
of God the Father.



Henri Nouwen put it this way:

Jesus' whole life and mission involve accepting powerlessness and
revealing in this powerlessness the limitlessness of God's love. Here we
see what compassion means. It is not a bending toward the
underprivileged from a privileged position; it is not a reaching out from
on high to those who are less fortunate below;, it is not a gesture of
sympathy or pity for those who fail to make it in the upward pull. On the
contrary, compassion means going directly to those people and places
where suffering is most acute and building a home there.

In a way, asking this question, “Where does it hurt?” is a way of starting
ourselves on the journey to building the better and just world God is
calling us toward.

So, let’s be brave, and have this honest conversation with ourselves and
with each other. You might be feeling called to ask yourself the question
and be honest with yourself first. You might be ready to tell your story to
someone else. You might realize there’s someone here who you’ve been
meaning to ask. You might not be sure who to talk to (please come talk
to me or Pastor Bart or Pastor Mary).

So, let’s be brave and ask and answer this question, and make space for
what we learn about ourselves and each other.



