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Good morning, my name is Sue Sweeney and | my husband, Jeff and | have been going to
church here for about 9 years and | am part of the lay preaching team at Catalyst.

[Graphic 1: First year of teaching Sue] | want to start off by taking you back to my first year of
teaching. | know we have a lot of teachers here at Catalyst, so my fellow educators will really
understand what I’'m talking about, but I'm sure we’ve all been in a situation before when we
were just way in over our heads. Where we were struggling with no relief in sight. That was me.
My first year of teaching was really rough. | mean really, really, really rough.

[Graphic 2: Dumpster Fire] | was not an education major in college. | have what they call an
“alternative certification” so basically, | started my first teaching job with very little training and
no experience. | was given 4 class periods of 9" grade world geography and 2 class periods of
10" grade World History. | knew a lot about the content of those subjects, but nothing about
how to manage a classroom of urban teenagers. Nearly every school night, | stayed up late-
often past midnight to plan lessons and then | would wake up early to commute nearly an hour
from Rowlett to South Oak Cliff in Dallas to teach at a charter school that certainly regretted
hiring me. | had a terrible year. The students did not respect me and the way they were growing
up was a lot different than the way | grew up and | had neither humility, nor the patience at the
time to try and appreciate or understand where they were coming from. What | needed to be
successful required an important bit of tacit knowledge | just didn’t have yet because | was so
inexperienced.

| had a place at work, sort of, where | could find people in which to commiserate, but in
education, like a lot of places, workflow is hectic and frenzied and there was not much time to
talk about what we were struggling with. | started the job with several other coworkers who were
also brand new to teaching. By the middle of the first semester, two of them had already quit.
Quitting wasn’t really an option because | needed to stay through the first year to be able to
offset the expense of all the extra coursework and testing | had to do to get certified. | remember
a particular low point was one morning in the middle of the year, | was driving to work and |
thought to myself, “If | just had a car accident right now, just ran off the road and a little and had
a car accident by myself, maybe | would end up in the hospital and be able to finally get to sleep
and get some rest.” So, that’s pretty bad.

It sounds like this is a point in my life where | could have used someone to turn to for advice and
encouragement.

My friends and family were sympathetic. They tried to offer advice. After a few months, | could
tell they had grown weary of hearing me complain about work. So, my only option was to get out
of bed each day and muddle through, miserably, trying not to make things worse. | felt very
alone and like | had to pretend like things were fine when they really were not.. fine.

[Graphic 3: Outside: First Day Sue vs Inside: Dumpster Fire] We were attending a different

church at a time, before we knew about Catalyst. You would think a church would have been
the place where | could find the support | needed. But, at the time, that was just another place
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here | had to pretend everything was fine. If | wanted to make friends, then, | couldn’t be who |
really was at that time — mopey, over-stressed and exhausted.

People do this all time, right? Pretend everything is fine when it isn’t. Why do we do this?
Probably because no one wants to be around a person who is negative all the time. What a
drag. As a culture, we don’t tolerate a “Debbie Downer” very well because it's not that we don’t
care that some is having a hard time, we just don’t really know what to say to a person who is
struggling. At best, you might come out with something genuine like, “I'm sorry this is happening
to you. That must be really difficult.” At worst, and this is really the worst you have some “go-to”
platitudes you like to use. For example, “take those lemons and make lemonade.” Or “it just
wasn’t meant to be” you know if you're like me and have been on the receiving end of some of
this pithy advice, you just want to throw up your hands and say, “You just don’t get it!”

It's true, when | was struggling in my first year of teaching, there was not really any platitude or
magical advice that would suddenly make things at work less of a nightmare for me. What | was
lacking was experience and | really just needed to get through my first year and then take the
time to reflect and learn from my experience. What | needed at the time was some people to
make some time and space for me to be disappointed and frustrated- to let me pour my heart
out and to help me process what was happening.

In Biblical terms, we call this lament. Basically, to lament means to mourn, to have grief or
sorrow. If we are lamenting, it means we are disappointed with how things are going right now.

[Graphic 4: Fake Happy] Some people think Church is the LAST place we should lament. If
we’re following God, aren’t we supposed to be happy? But the truth is, we’re not always happy
and to think that being a Christian is about being happy all the time is actually a toxic belief. It's
not real life and it's now what it means to be God’s people. We go through periods of
tremendous heartbreak and sadness. If we don't acknowledge these experiences, we're being
dishonest. We're lying to God, to each other, possibly even to ourselves. Lament helps us be
honest with God. Lament lets us tell the full story of God - even the dark, unsightly parts.

Sharing our lament with others helps us remember that everything will be ok because God has
been there for us in the past and God is here with us now and God will be with us in the future.

So, what place is there for us, anywhere, to be sad when we need to be sad? To grieve? To
reflect? We do not make room for this even though it is a necessary to the process for
maintaining good mental health?

This is the season of Epiphany - in the Church year, it follows Christmas. If Christmas is about
celebrating that God has come into the world, Epiphany asks, “So what?” It's about those big
questions - who is this God? Who did this God come for? So during Epiphany this year, we’re
asking those big questions.

Our series is called the “Prophets and Poets Mixtape”. Remember those mixtapes you used to
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make? You carefully ordered the songs, putting hours into crafting the perfect album to
communicate how you felt to that special someone.

In this series, we're listening to God’s prophets as they tell us who God is. But we're also
listening to a soundtrack - the Psalms, which are Israel’s songbook. When we read the song
alongside the prophet, we learn better the character and identity of this God who has come into
the world. Like the mixtapes you used to make as a lovestruck teen, these songs and sages
reveal the character of God and help us see God in new, surprising ways. They're correcting
some toxic beliefs we have about God.

Today, we're talking about understanding this tension between appreciating what we have in
this world but still being disappointed about what we don’t and knowing it’s ok to feel that way.
Today, we'll see that God makes space for both thanksgiving and lament, which means we
should too. To be God's church means we celebrate with those who celebrate, and mourn with
those who mourn. It means we create space for first year teachers and everyone else who isn't
in the most idea life situation. Let’s begin with the song:

[Scripture Slide 1] If you have your Bible with you today, turn to Psalm 40 verses 1-11. If you
picked up one of the Bibles in the back, it's on page ###. If you don’t have a Bible, you are
welcome to take that one home with you. It's yours. The Psalms in the Bible is a book of sacred
songs and many of the Psalms are songs of lament. Psalms are Israel’'s songs and they tell the
story of God’s people. Imagine you show up to Church. And you're singing this song. Notice
how it's both thanks and lament. In the same song. How would you feel? How did the Israelites
feel? It feels unnatural to smash the two together — joy and lament, but this is and should be an
integral part of the way we worship as a church. In Psalm 40, we see how God is with us when
we are feeling joy and God also is with us when we are suffering.

The Psalmist writes,

| waited patiently for the Lord;

he turned to me and heard my cry.
2He lifted me out of the slimy pit,

out of the mud and mire;
he set my feet on a rock

and gave me a firm place to stand.
3 He put a new song in my mouth,

a hymn of praise to our God.
Many will see and fear the Lord

and put their trust in him.
“Blessed is the one

who trusts in the Lord,
who does not look to the proud,

to those who turn aside to false gods.®
®Many, Lord my God,
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are the wonders you have done,
the things you planned for us.
None can compare with you;
were | to speak and tell of your deeds,
they would be too many to declare.
¢ Sacrifice and offering you did not desire—
but my ears you have openedd—
burnt offerings and sin offerings!@ you did not require.
"Then | said, “Here | am, | have come—
it is written about me in the scroll.l
8| desire to do your will, my God;
your law is within my heart.”
°| proclaim your saving acts in the great assembly;
| do not seal my lips, Lord,
as you know.
101 do not hide your righteousness in my heart;
| speak of your faithfulness and your saving help.
I do not conceal your love and your faithfulness
from the great assembly.
11 Do not withhold your mercy from me, Lord;
may your love and faithfulness always protect me. -- Psalm 40:1-11

Psalm 40 goes back from thanks to lament. As God’s people, we live in the joy of the kingdom
now, we lament in the brokenness of the world. This thanksgiving and lament also has a
corporate nature to it. When we share our lives together as a church community, we sing these
songs together. When one of us suffers, we all suffer. When one of us is joyous and giving
thanks, we all are happy. When one of us loses a job, we all feel that loss. When one of us is
sick, we all suffer. When one of us has a baby, we all rejoice. When one of our relationships is
healed, we're all richer

This is telling God'’s story- giving thanks and lamenting. God’s story is both. That’s what this
song is about. So how does it inform our prophet?

[Scripture Slide 2] In your Bible, turn to Isaiah 49, verses 1-7. If you have one of the Bibles from
the back, it's on page ###. Isaiah 49 is the second of the so-called Servant Songs. If you were
here last week, you know we read the first of these. The Servant Songs are a promise from God
to God’s people when they were in deep despair and grief. They had been conquered by the
Babylonian empire, and their culture devastated. They wondered if God had forgotten them, if
there was any hope they would ever be anything other than captives in Babylon. The prophet
delivers God’s promise of a Servant who will rescue Israel and restore God’s way in the world.

We saw that the Servant is Jesus, but also - because the Church is Jesus’ body in the world -
that the Servant is us. The Servant Songs are how God calls us to be in the world as well. So
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with Psalm 40 in our minds, this song of thanks and lament woven together, let’s read the
servant song in Isaiah 49:

Listen to me, you islands;
hear this, you distant nations:
Before | was born the Lord called me;
from my mother's womb he has spoken my name.
2He made my mouth like a sharpened sword,
in the shadow of his hand he hid me;
he made me into a polished arrow
and concealed me in his quiver.
®He said to me, “You are my servant,
Israel, in whom | will display my splendor.”
4But | said, “I have labored in vain;
I have spent my strength for nothing at all.
Yet what is due me is in the Lord’s hand,
and my reward is with my God.”
5 And now the Lord says—
he who formed me in the womb to be his servant
to bring Jacob back to him
and gather Israel to himself,
for | am® honored in the eyes of the Lord
and my God has been my strength—
®he says:
“It is too small a thing for you to be my servant
to restore the tribes of Jacob
and bring back those of Israel | have kept.
I will also make you a light for the Gentiles,
that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.
"This is what the Lord says—
the Redeemer and Holy One of Israel—
to him who was despised and abhorred by the nation,
to the servant of rulers:
“Kings will see you and stand up,
princes will see and bow down,
because of the Lord, who is faithful,
the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”

[Graphic 5: God says: It's not over!”] Israel feels crushed, broken and defeated. They feel like
they lost, that their story is over. But God says, “The story is not over. You are not forgotten.
These lows are part of your story. They're part of my story. | won’t leave you here. | will rescue
and restore you.”

All Sermon Content Copyright ©2017 by Sue Sweeney — All Rights Reserved


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%2049:1-7#fen-NIV-18642a

6|Prophets & Poets Mixtape Week 2 — The Whole Story

Israel remains faithful to God by telling this story: their God isn’t a god of winners and
champions. Their God is the god of losers, of the conquered, the god of first year teachers and
divorcees and the broken down and the left out.

How can we tell the story of this God if we're not lamenting? If we don’t sing in the same breath,
“God where are you? God | know you're faithful!” This is who we are, and it's who our churches
should be!

[Grpahic 6: Safe to Lament with us] So why don’t we lament in church? It makes us
uncomfortable. We don’t know what do when others are struggling. Churches are just like
cultures and we don’t make space to talk together about our suffering in our lives outside of
church so we neglect to do that within the church too.

Church is not just this building but the relationships we have with one another at Catalyst and
the relationships we have outside of here. Church is where we are pulled out of the pit and
giving thanks all the time and after we get out, we go right back into help bring others out of the
dark and into the light. The Church tells the story of God faithfully when we give thanks and
lament together.

The story of God is NOT "we win, everything is good." The story of God is Jesus crying on the
cross, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" AND it's resurrection.

The story of God is death AND life. It's suffering AND Spirit-filled power.
The story of God is BOTH thanks and lament. Anything less is NOT the story of God.

So, how do we become people who can do both at the same time? We work to ensure Sunday
morning is a time of both celebration and lament. But the best space for lamenting together is
our C-group space. C-groups share life together - the good and the bad. Our C-Group people
pray with us and for us when things are tough. When we hit crisis, they are the people we turn
to. And when we celebrate, they celebrate with us too. C-Groups help us to remain faithful to
God, and to be honest with God and each other about where we are. C-Groups help us
remember that the bad times don’t last forever, and they help us weather the storms.

This is my 11" year in education. Since that terrible first year, I've grown professionally.
Because | never wanted to repeat the struggle of my first year, | attended extra professional
development sessions, read books, and sought out the mentorship of more experienced
teachers. I'm currently finishing up my last semester of grad school and am thinking about
becoming an assistant principal. If | land that job, | know it will be a hard first year, but I've had a
hard first year before and | know | can get through it because I've gotten through it before.
Because | know hard times are not the end. Because | know | have a Church community and a
C-Group that make it safe to be stressed, broken, tired and cranky. Because the God who
called me into teaching and brought me through that terrible first year is still with me, still calling
me forward.
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What about you? What story are you telling? Are you in a season of thanksgiving or lament? Or
both? How can you be faithful to God, be honest with God and with us, your church family, and
yourself?

[Communion Slide] We find the courage to be honest with each other here at this Communion
table. We receive Communion to remember what God has promised us through the death and
resurrection of Jesus. We remember that God is with us during times of lament and times of
thanksgiving. When we were lost in sin and darkness, God climbed down into our pit to show us
the light. He grieved with us and died for us. At this table, we share in his death. He offers us
bread as his body, broken for us. He offers us wine as his blood, poured out for us.

We come to this table giving thanks for how God has brought us through the difficult times. We
come to this table lamenting lament that we still live in a broken world and we have still have a
lot of work to do. We may have made it out of the dark “slimy pit” and into the light thanks to
God, but to be God’s people means to go right back into the pit and help lift others out of it, to
be the light of Christ in all the world’s dark places. We're called to bring others up to see the
Light of the World. You don’t have to be a member of Catalyst to participate in Communion. If
you’re willing to help make a place at Catalyst where others can lament, if you're willing to allow
God bring you out of the darkness and into the light and then do the same for others, then
you’re welcome to come to the Table this morning.

Let’s pray.

God, we confess our desire to pretend to others that everything is fine when what we really
needed was to lament. We give thanks for all that we have and we know that you are always
with us when we are joyous and with always with us in our suffering. Please make the bread
and juice into spiritual food that gives us the courage to go back into the darkness you just
rescued us and pull others out into the light. Allow the Holy Spirit to open our hearts to the
suffering of others in our Catalyst community.

Blessing

One of the reasons it’s hard to think of the Psalms as songs is because we don’t know the tunes
anymore - we just have the lyrics. But a little band called U2 actually turned our Psalm today
into a song - they just called it 40.

I want to give you an assignment this week: read Psalm 40 several times. And at least once or
twice, listen to U2’s song “40” (we’ll share a link on our Facebook page). As you read (and listen
to!) Psalm 40, reflect on how God has been present in your story - both in the good and the bad
times. And share with your community the whole story. The good and the bad.

If you’re a guest with us, we just want to say Thank You for worshiping with us today. We hope

you feel welcomed here. We know it can be difficult to connect to a new church, and we wanted
to make it as easy as possible because we love Catalyst, and we think you will too.
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We created an experience called the Newcomers’ Lunch designed to give you an easy next
step to connect with us. The next one is on February 19, right after our second gathering. It's 45
min long, and in that time we feed you, tell you who Catalyst is and what God is doing here, and
most importantly, we give you that easy next step to get connected.

If you're interested, on the tear off we did earlier, there’s a box at the top you can check, and
drop it in the box by the door on your way out.

Now, for all of us: Go secure in the knowledge that the God who called you is faithful in the good
times and bad. May you go giving thanks and may you go in mourning. God is here, and God is
still at work, and you are God’s people. As you go, may your lament and your thanks tell the
good story of this God to everyone you meet. Go in the grace and peace of the Father, the Son
and the Holy Spirit!
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