Healing the Broken Heart

John 11:32-40, Psalms 34:18, 

This has been an unusual week for our community and for American culture as a whole. For someone my age it was an awakening call that reminded me of the brevity of life and the inevitability of death. The week began with the death of one of my evening companions, Ed McMann. He was a brilliant straight man for Johnny Carson and they both comfortably ended many of my evenings with  humor and encouragement. I have missed the old Tonite show for quite a while. And then Farrah  Faucett’s died, the beautiful blond who set a hair style for Alabama co-eds for two years. She died of cancer. I was surprised to find out that she was on Charlie’s Angels for only one season. Then Michael Jackson’s died. A fifty year old tragic figure who was constantly in search of the childhood he never had. And then , Of coarse, the grief and loss which is far more personal and profound to all of us, with the death of young Chris Anders. We will be remembering him and grieving his death for years to come.  So you can see that this may not be the best week to preach on Joy or victory, but discuss the more obvious emotion of the week which is grief and loss. 

Now don’t misunderstand me, there is a lot of joy in the Bible. The normal Christian attitude is one of victorious, joyful, living. But, but, we must remember that the Christian life will also be seasoned with grief and sorrow and loss. Jesus experienced it with the death of his dear friend Lazarus, which we read about in the scripture lesson. Jesus wept even though he knew that Lazarus would be brought back to life. But Jesus was moved to tears by the great sorrow of Lazarus sisters and their friends. This outpouring of grief simply overwhelmed Jesus.  And Grief will overwhelm all of us as well, if we live long enough. Therefore this morning I would like for us to look at grief and how we, as Christians can cope with our grief and sorrow in a healthy way. 

Death has been described down through the years as the Grim Reaper. This is so because Death usually comes unexpectedly and it brings great sorrow. Even when a loved one has suffered from a terminal disease and we think we are prepared to handle the loss and even welcome his deliverance from suffering, when death does come, we realize how unprepared we are for it. It comes to some people, and some families, and they truly grieve, deal with their loss positively and eventually move on to a positive life. And then there are others who never recover from the death of a love one. They give up and give in and death cripples them forever. So what is the difference? Well I think that those who are able to move through grief and loss are those who realize that healing does not come automatically to the human heart, but always requires hard work, courage and the help of God.

And that work should begin as soon as death strikes. It begins with our willingness to accept the reality of the death of our loved one. When someone we love dies physically, we need to realize that they are not merely gone away for a while and will return, but they are in another world and will never return to us. We need to accept death when it comes. To pretend that this is not true, or to avoid dealing with this reality is a step in the wrong direction if we desire to go on with life. It is hard to accept death, but we must and we must face it head on. Refusing to return home to surroundings which remind us of our love one can be an act of denial and a way to avoid the grieving process. Refusing to allow ourselves to think about our loved one is also not a way to accept death. Running from Grief can be using drugs or alcohol to deaden the pain of a love one’s death. In order to get really well one must face the loneliness and separation head on. And accept and deal with the death of our love one by truly grieving. The Scriptures remind us. “it is appointed unto man once to die…” We must come to the intellectual and emotional understanding that death is part of everyone’s life. 
We all die. Our loved one will die and we will.  Some of us die too young. Some of us die when we are too old. Others die because of the acts of another person’s negligence. And sometimes we cause our own premature deaths. But one out of every one people die. It is a cycle that we have no power to change. We can get mad at it, we can resent it, we can try run from it or  pretend that it does not exist but it is a law of life. It’s just like the law of gravity, you may not like it, but you must face it, deal with it , and learn to live with it. So too must we with death. life here is temporary and God wants us to understand that fact and deal with it. And in doing so one question we should ask ourselves is this: Am I  prepared for my physical death? Is my loved one prepared? The Bible warns us that some time we will die physically and leave this physical world and those we love behind. But it gives us the assurance that if we give our lives to Jesus Christ and seek to serve him, even though we will die physically,  we will still live intellectually and emotionally and inherit a kingdom which Jesus has prepared for us. This is the first step to dealing with grief, accept the unchangeableness of death.
The second step in the grieving process is to give ourselves permission to emotionally express our great sorrow. Jesus wept at the grave of Lazarus because he knew tears are gifts of God which allow us to express sorrow in an emotionally healthy way. He knew that Tears empty the heavy heart which must not be denied. If we repress or deny ourselves the emotional ability to express our Sorrow and deep grief the way God has designed for us, then our system will deal with the injury through another, less healthy way, such as depression or other emotional unbalances. The same thing is true if we feel anger at the death of a loved one. We might feel angry at the one we love for dying and leaving us alone (as can be the case for children whose parent dies young or a young wife who is left as a widow). Or we might be angry with God for taking our love one, or be angry with ourselves. What ever the reason, one needs to give oneself permission to express this emotional reaction.  Jesus often expressed anger over injustice and once even physically whipped the booths and perhaps the people who were buying and selling things in the temple. It is never healthy to keep the stiff upper lip, pretending that it is a sign of emotional maturity or strength when you are breaking apart on the inside. We need to Talk about how we are feeling. Be willing to listen to others. Take time to grieve and cry. And don’t be afraid to ask for support and help from your family and friends. The pain of grief is real and must be expressed if you want to be healthy emotionally over the long term. 
Sometimes, even years after the death, one may feel a stab of pain when thinking about the beloved person. When this happens, it's important to remind yourself that it's a normal part of the grieving and healing process. Allow yourself to have these feelings. 

Thirdly healing from grief means that life will be different and we make some personal adjustments to the difference. Watching TV won’t be the same any more. Eating dinner without that person at the table isn’t the same. It is the empty spot in the bed, or the empty recliner, the traditions that don’t get carried on, or the little pleasures that can’t be shared bring us pain. We lose so much when someone dies. Life simply seems to come to a screeching halt and whether we like it or not things are different. So while we are grieving for the loved one, we are also grieving for the parts of our life that will never be the same. Sometimes it can take a few months for this realization to sink in and for us to adjust to the emptiness we feel. This is a normal feeling for a time, but part of the grieving and healing process includes acceptance, and shifting our focus to include other people and activities to fill the void. This takes work and it takes courage but it is essential. Your life is not over because someone you shared life with is no longer with you. If you ask God for help he will open windows that death has shut. 
People who live happy and well adjusted lives long after their beloved dies are those who refuse to give up on life. They believe God has a plan for their lives and do not want to let him down. So they keep looking and praying and opening doors whenever one closes.  I have told many of you that my father is a great example of this kind of man. He is eighty seven now, drives anywhere he wants and refuses to give into his pain, be it emotional or physical. Six years ago my mother was buried in Florence. However, we had lost my mom years earlier through Altizmers. I was worried about dad, my sister lives in Birmingham and I live here and Dad was left alone. Since that time every best friend he has had in the world has died and my dad had the same best friends  since childhood. He told me this past week that he has outlived everyone in his group and has no one to talk over high school or college memories with anymore. However, dad will not stop living. My sister, Virginia and I call Dad every day, but he does the hard work. He  pushes himself to make younger friends. He is involved in the community and at church. He volunteers. Every day he plans something to do. The guys he eats with on Mondays and his Thursday club are all in their early seventies now. Dad’s not through with life and life is not through with Dad. He’s an example to our family.
Lastly, when we depend upon God and his helping hand all through out the healing process, we will find that our burden is not nearly as heavy or the pain nearly as deep for he is our healer. We read, in Psalms 34:18 “ ﻿The Lord is near ﻿to those who have a broken heart, And saves such as ﻿have a contrite spirit.”  God promises us that each day he will guide our steps and lead us to healing if we are willing to follow him. 
Horatio C. Spafford, who lived from 1828-1888 had known peaceful and happy days as a successful attorney in Chicago. He was the father of four daughters, an active member of the Presbyterian Church, and a loyal friend and supporter of the evangelical leader of this day, D. L. Moody. When D.L. Moody, left for Great Britain for an evangelistic campaign, Spafford decided to take his family on a vacation there while he assisted Moody in the meetings. In November, 1873, Spafford was detained by urgent business, but he sent his wife and four daughters as scheduled, planning to join them soon. Halfway across the Atlantic, the ship was struck by another vessel and sank in 12 minutes. All four of Spafford’s daughters were among the 226 who drowned. Mrs. Spafford was miraculously saved. Horatio Spafford immediately boarded a ship allowing him to rejoin his grieving wife in Wales. When the ship passed the approximate place where his precious daughters had drowned, Spafford was surrounded by an overwhelming  comfort from God that enabled him to compose the well known hymn whose lyrics read:
“When peace, like a river, attendeth my way, when sorrows like sea billows roll-Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say, It is well with my soul.
Tho Satan should buffet, tho trials should come, let this blest assurance control, that Christ hath regarded my helpless estate and shed His own blood for my soul.
And, Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight, the clouds be rolled back as a scroll: The trump shall resound and the Lord shall descend, "Even so" it is well with my soul.”
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