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Job 2: 11-13, 2 Timothy 4:9-18

This morning we will read two texts. The first is from the book of Job
found in the Older Testament and the second, from Paul’s second letter
to Timothy, found in the New Testament.

Job 1s a fascinating book and one that we can unpack a different time. It
is an extraordinary tale of loss and faith and God and mystery. But, for
today’s purpose, we meet Job, a faithful and upright man with enormous
wealth - flocks of sheep, camels, oxen, donkeys, servants, seven sons
and three daughters, all of which are lost in a short period of time. On
top of that, Job is afflicted with sores all over his body. We meet Job
sitting in the dust, stunned and grieving.

Job 2: 11-13

Now when Job’s three friends heard of all these troubles that had
come upon him, each of them set out from his home—FEliphaz the
Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite. They
met together to go and console and comfort him. ?When they saw
him from a distance, they did not recognize him, and they raised
their voices and wept aloud; they tore their robes and threw dust in
the air upon their heads. *They sat with him on the ground seven
days and seven nights, and no one spoke a word to him, for they
saw that his suffering was very great.

And moving on to the letter to Timothy, Paul writes with some urgency.
He is imprisoned in Rome, and he is worried that he won’t survive. Paul



wants Timothy to come to be with him so that he, Paul, can pass along
his church planting to his protége.

2 Timothy 4:9-18

’Do your best to come to me soon, °for Demas, in love with this
present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica; Crescens
has gone to Galatia,[a] Titus to Dalmatia. !Only Luke is with me.
Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful to me in
ministry. '?I have sent Tychicus to Ephesus. *When you come,
bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and
above all the parchments. '*Alexander the coppersmith did me
great harm; the Lord will pay him back for his deeds. *You also
must beware of him, for he strongly opposed our message.

16At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted
me. May it not be counted against them! '"But the Lord stood by
me and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be
fully proclaimed and all the gentiles might hear it. So I was
rescued from the lion’s mouth. '®The Lord will rescue me from
every evil attack and save me for his heavenly kingdom. To God
be the glory forever and ever. Amen.

How can we walk with a friend, a church member, neighbor, a fellow
traveler on this road of life with empathy and concern?

How do we know what’s needed in the moment and respond with love
and care?

Job has just suffered the most horrible trauma imaginable. Loss of loved
ones, home and living, both physical and emotional pain. The future is
uncertain. Upon hearing the news, Job’s friends leave their homes
immediately. They meet Job to provide comfort and sympathy. They
acknowledge the severity of the situation by weeping, tearing clothing


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Timothy%204%3A%209-18&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-29864a

and getting down in the dirt WITH Job. They are present with one
another 1n silence, for seven days.

By coming to Job, bearing witness to his pain, and then being quiet with
him, these friends offer Job the ministry of presence. At this juncture,
they do not try to analyze his situation, they don’t try to fix it or explain
it. (Spoiler alert — that comes later, when these guys totally blow it, in
my opinion, by getting very confrontational about why exactly Job
experiences what he does.)

Being present with someone is an incarnational love - God’s intangible
love made real. Being still , being quiet, simply breathing together
allows room for the Spirit to work... for grace to fill the space between
you. We cannot fix sadness or pain or grief, but we can listen and be
present. And when we don’t know what to say to someone who is in the
midst of grief and pain, the most compassionate thing is to say nothing,
but thank them for sharing, acknowledge the hurt and just listen.

Paul faces his crisis differently than Job. He isn’t in the throes of the
early stages of a crisis, where one’s mind is reeling. He’s been
imprisoned before and knows what he needs. Paul writes to Timothy and
implores him to come to him in prison, and to bring his coat — it must be
cold — his writing utensils and his books. In his need, Paul reaches out to
a trusted companion to meet those needs.

How we respond to one another in times of crisis is a choice. We may be
invited to meet a tangible, immediate need the way Timothy did for
Paul, or to sit in discomfort for the sake of another, without offering
platitudes or critique, the way Job’s friends did initially.

It takes humility to ask for what you need. You risk being vulnerable,
particularly if you are the one who is typically the helper. It isn’t always
easy or natural.



Rev. Remington Johnson, a chaplain in Austin, Texas, reminds us that
sometimes we don’t know what we need until we are asked. And that
need might be something pretty simple. “I need a band aid, or a glass of
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water or a snickers bar

Of course, the need might be bigger, she says, maybe existential, “I need
for my child to find their way.” or “I need for this illness to go away,” or
even, “I need racist aggression to end.”

Johnson says that asking someone, “What do you need?” is, itself, a
sacred act because it can connect us to one another. Asking about one’s
needs implies intention and consent. It is a leap of faith, because if |
sincerely ask you to share what you really need, I do not know what you
are going to say.

And as the person who i1s asked, I can choose the depth and breadth of
my response. If ’'m asked by someone who is just running to the
kitchen, what do you need, [ may ask for a cookie. But in a different
context, if [ know that the person asking loves and cares for me, if I trust
them, then I might give a more introspective and vulnerable answer.

Sometimes what we need is something that cannot happen. We cannot
heal a person’s parent, repair a marriage, or bring an end to oppressive
systems.

Yet knowing the enormity of the need doesn’t mean that we don’t want
healing for someone or want oppressive systems overthrown. Though
we may not be able to meet those kinds of needs, we can bear witness to
the fact that a person has a need. We can recognize it, hold it in our
heart, and carry it together.

Sounds like empathy, and empathy nurtures connection.



Empathy involves taking someone else’s perspective seriously,
recognizing that perspective as their truth and staying out of judgement.
(And we all know that judgement comes easily.)

Empathy is feeling with people and letting them know that they are not
alone. It is a vulnerable place to be because to practice empathy, you
need to connect with something in your own experience that is similar.
And that can be tender and sometimes uncomfortable.

Dr. Brene Brown, an author and researcher on vulnerability and
empathy, says that something that does not work is trying to make things
better by putting a silver lining on someone’s pain. She suggests that we
eliminate the phrase “at least” from our vocabulary. Here are some
examples: My son is being kicked out of school... well at least your
daughter’s a straight A student. My marriage is falling apart... well, at
least you have a marriage.

See, not helpful. These kinds of statements foster dis-connection.

Rarely, Brene Brown says, will what we say make something better, but
connection can make things better.

Empathy, listening and connection were on my mind last week when I
had coffee with my friend Phil. Phil and I have coached Girls on the Run
together for a long time.

A structural engineer by training, Phil currently works as a project
manager at the airport. He found great meaning being a structural
engineer, knowing that he had the responsibility to keep human beings
safe in buildings. He wasn’t sure he’d find that same level of meaning as
a project manager. But, in this role, he started meeting once a quarter
with a group of travelers with disabilities, to listen to their concerns and
work to make the airport more accessible and comfortable for every
traveler.



One of the things he learned in these sessions is how difficult it is for
people who are blind or visually impaired to navigate restrooms, because
there 1s no standard restroom design.

So, he and his team of designers and engineers worked for months to
create a 3D tactile map of the bathrooms at the airport, creating signs
with raised symbols indicating where the sinks, toilets, stalls, trashcans,
etc. are. When the team had what they thought was a workable map,
they made the decision to hang the legends to these maps, that is the
place where you find out that that, say, a raised circle is a sink, a square
is stall, a triangle is a toilet, right under the map, just as it is done in
textbooks.

Phil was excited to gather the travelers with blindness and visual
impairments to test these new maps and hear their feedback.

He says that as they gathered, people used their hands to read the maps,
and within 30 seconds, they all got a “look™ on their faces. They were
confused.

Phil wondered what was wrong. They asked him, “What made you put
the legend to the map underneath the actual map?”” He let them know
that the team copied how it was done in textbooks.

But, Phil, they said, “We read maps from top to bottom. We had to go
through the entire map and then learn what all the symbols mean. If you
put the legend at the top, we’ll be able to understand it the first time.”

Phil was delighted. He learned what was needed, simply by asking and
then listening. His ego wasn’t thrown out of whack by the mistake but
was humbled by the input and was able to correct the situation. Phil lit
up when he talked about this project, how much it meant to him and the
relationships he’s forming with these travelers.



And now nearly 150 restrooms feature these maps as well as companion
care, nursing and lactation rooms. MSP is the first airport in North
America to install these maps.

We are here for each other, in ways large and small.

So may God give us the grace to be vulnerable with one another, the
courage to ask what someone needs, and the willingness listen and bear
witness to pain and loss. And by the power of the Spirit, may we
continue to learn the sacred nature of our presence with each other as we
move throughout this beautiful and heart-breaking world.

Thanks be to God. AMEN
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This is a sweet, accessible animated video that Brene Brown narrates talking about the difference
between empathy and sympathy. Well worth the watch!

Other references are from “I’ve Been Meaning to Ask,” a curriculum and worship planning
guide from Sanctified Art, LLC.
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