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There is this really great cartoon that has been showing up on my facebook
feed over the past few weeks. The characters are an alligator, a sloth, a
turtle, a rabbit, and a few other animals you would not think go together.
And they help each other out. When they are sad, they help provide a
perspective that brings joy. When they feel left out or like they have little to
contribute, they are shown how important they are to the little community.
When they need comfort, they comfort each other. It is delightful. And
everytime I see one, my heart feels a little lighter.

Here is an example -- imagine a grey cloud in the sky. And a little alligator
looks up and tells the cloud it is okay to cry. There happens to be a plant
wilting under the cloud. In the next fram the cloud is white. The plant is
blooming. And the alligator looks up and says -- see what you did?

Little moments of changing perspective, lift us up, they change our hearts
and our experience.

Paul and Job were having a rough time in both of our readings this
morning. Job’s friends set out to go help him. When they get to him they
see he is in such terrible shape that they have no words. So they just sit
there with him.

Paul knows what he wants and he asks for it. He needs some things. He
asks for what he thinks will help him while he is in prison.

For so many of us, I think it is hard to ask for what we need. We have all
been through trauma during the past year. Whether with our work
changing, getting laid off, people in our families being ill, being ill ourselves.
Everything was different. And for so many of us, we found ourselves just



figuring out how to get through everyday. Friends may have asked how
they could help. What do you need? But we may not have known how to
answer. I need my job back. I need to figure out how to pay my bills. I need
my spouse to be healthy. I need to feel not so alone. I need someone to
cook dinner. I need my family to be more helpful. It has been rough for all of
us. We have responded differently. We have had different kinds of support.
But now as we are gathering together more frequently, it is time for us to
check in with each other. To find out how things are going. To practice
being present to and for one another.

Brene Brown talks about the difference between empathy and sympathy.
She reminds us that they are very different. With empathy we try to put
ourselves in another's shoes. When one finds oneself in a deep hole we get
in there with them. And sit together.

With sympathy we see someone in a deep hole and we say wow, I wonder
how you are going to get out of there. Here is a rope and throw the rope
down -- both ends.

As people following Jesus, we are called to empathy. We are called to be
with people in their joy and their sorrow. In their gladness and their pain.
Not trying to fix or change anything. To be with them. When they tell us
what they need, we can respond. We can provide. But it is their job to tell
us, not our job to decide for them. We all know well-meaning people who
want to fix everything right up for us. Who know exactly what has to
happen. Who will tell us over and over what to do. This is not what our role
in community is meant to be. Our role is to walk with. To encourage. To let
each other figure out what our needs are and answer the question -- what
do you need?

Rev Martin Luther King Junior wrote a Letter to the American church -- it
was following in the way of the letters of Paul to the various churches that
we have in our scriptures. In it he says:



But even more Americans, you may give your goods to feed the
poor. You may give great gifts to charity. You may tower high in
philanthropy. But if you have not love it means nothing. You may
even give your body to be burned, and die the death of a martyr.
Your spilt blood may be a symbol of honor for generations yet
unborn, and thousands may praise you as history's supreme
hero. But even so, if you have not love your blood was spilt in
vain. You must come to see that it is possible for a man to be
self-centered in his self-denial and self-righteous in his
self-sacrifice. He may be generous in order to feed his ego and
pious in order to feed his pride. Man has the tragic capacity to
relegate a heightening virtue to a tragic vice. Without love
benevolence becomes egotism, and martyrdom becomes
spiritual pride.

So the greatest of all virtues is love. It is here that we find the
true meaning of the Christian faith. This is at bottom the meaning
of the cross. The great event on Calvary signifies more than a
meaningless drama that took place on the stage of history. It is a
telescope through which we look out into the long vista of
eternity and see the love of God breaking forth into time. It is an
eternal reminder to a power drunk generation that love is most
durable power in the world, and that it is at bottom the heartbeat
of the moral cosmos. Only through achieving this love can you
expect to matriculate into the university of eternal life.

What do you need? I suspect like all of us you need love. May we all
practice sharing it with one another and the world around us with great joy
and open hearts. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit. Amen.


