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Alexander, the protagonist in today’s story, is having a bad day.  Now, he lives in a very nice house with his brothers, parents and his cat.  He has a best friend named Paul and rides to school in a car pool with other friends named Audrey and Elliott.  His mother takes care of his needs and even buys him brand new sneakers.  His dad is always home for dinner and his parents love him.  So, on the face of it, it seems Alexander is having a wonderful, marvelous, very fine day.
But he insists this is not the case.  On the day we meet him he wakes up with gum in his hair and things go down hill from there.  He drops his sweater in the sink and gets it wet and messy.  His brothers find toys in their breakfast bowls but in his, nothing but cereal.  On the way to school, in the car pool, he is scrunched in the middle without a window seat.  And once at school Alexander learns Paul, his best friend, has demoted him to third best friend.  Phillip and Albert now occupy positions one and two.  In class Alexander sings too loudly, his “painting” of an invisible cat is not received well by his teacher and at lunch he discovers his mother has forgotten to pack a dessert.

When he visits the dentist, only his teeth show signs of a cavity.  At the shoe store one brother gets red sneakers with blue stripes, the other blue sneakers with red stripes, but in  Alexander’s size . . . plain white lace ups.  Then, to add insult to injury, there are lima beans for dinner and people kissing on his TV favorite show.  His bath water is too hot – ouch – and his only clean pajamas are the railroad train pajamas.  He hates the railroad train pajamas.  
Finally, once this terrible, horrible, no good very bad day is almost over, once he is safe in bed, his brother Nick takes his favorite pillow, his Mickey Mouse night light burns out, and the cat – his cat – wants to sleeps with his other brother Anthony. All Alexander can think to do is to plan an escape to Australia.  Things must be better in Australia.  But his Mom tells him even in Australia people have terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days.

And this morning, Alexander is not the only one having a very bad day.  When we meet the writer of Lamentations we find he might as well have titled his story the children of God and their terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days.   Written, it is believed, sometime after the Israelites have been taken into Babylonian captivity; written by one of the few left behind in the devastated, decimated city of Jerusalem; the book of Lamentations is a collection of five poems chronicling the heartbreak and the reality of the terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days experienced by God’s beloved Israel.  
It is very hard to read the Book of Lamentations.  It is very hard to look into the suffering that is present there and not turn away.  How lonely lies Jerusalem, the writer of Lamentations says.  Once she was so full of people, once honored by the world.  But now she is like a widow; the noblest of her cities has fallen into slavery.
  My eyes are worn out with weeping; my soul is in anguish.  I am exhausted with grief at the destruction. . . .   Children and babies are hungry in the streets. . . .  [T]hey cry to their mothers, they fall in the street as though they were wounded.  They perish in their mothers arms.
  It is very hard to enter into the suffering of Israel as told in the pages of Lamentations; very hard indeed.  
What should we do when we come upon the ancient story of a nation’s terrible, horrible days?  What might we do when we encounter a 21st century version of a people’s plight, when we encounter the violence and oppression of the Sudan, the hatred and division of the Middle East; the power of drugs in ancient and proud Mexican cities or the sound of gunfire on Chicago streets?  What should we do when, just as in Israel’s time, the young and the strong, the children and the elders perish in our streets?
We could offer words of hope, after all that’s what the writer of Lamentations does.  When he looks around and sees the desolation of the Temple, the pain of his people, he says, yet my hope returns when I remember the Lord’s unfailing love; my hope rebounds when I sense his mercy; for morning by morning new mercies I see, great is God’s faithfulness to me.  Yes, great is God’s faithfulness and so to all who suffer, to all who face great pain, let us encourage them to put their hope in the Lord.
You and I might share with Alexander, with ancient Israel, with the poor and oppressed all over the world; we could share with everyone who is having a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day the words of our morning hymn, “Precious is the blood that heals us, perfect is the grace that seals us, strong the hand stretched out to shield us, all must be well.”
   We might share the sense of our morning anthem, that one day soon we know, we trust, we hope that we will enjoy the taste of praise on our tongues, the pleasure of song in our souls and the grace to sing of God’s glory and honor all the day long.
  
When we encounter pain such as Alexander or Israel knew, pain that rises from the pages of  our newspapers, or pain that we know resides in the hidden places of our lives, we might, as the writer of Lamentations did, speak words of hope; God’s word of hope is always good.  But is that all we might do?  No, there is more we are called to do.  

Ok, if we are called, when we see people or parts of God’s great creation having a very bad day what are we called to do?  Well, if God has never comforted you, never lifted you, never made a way for you or blessed you; if God has never answered your prayer then, beloved, you are off the hook.  But if God has companioned you in the midnight hour, if God has dried your tears, or given you a new beginning; if God has ever stood by you when you were not sure you were worth standing by, if God has shown you mercy or offered you compassion, then you, then I, then we – according to the Apostle Paul – are called to do the same for nations and neighbors, for enemies and friends, for all whose suffer and whose very bad days we see.  

Paul is clear, Let us give thanks to God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the God from whom all help comes.  Let us give thanks for he has helped us in all of our troubles, and here is the important part, so that we can help others who have all kinds of troubles, using the same help, offering the same comfort, giving the same grace, providing the same mercy that God has given us.

Paul is clear, when we see pain, when we see heartache, when we recognize that someone one, some part of God’s great creation is having a terrible, horrible, no good very bad day, we are called to be God’s ambassadors of comfort, to offer God’s comfort, just as we have been comforted.

And how can we be hands of comfort?  How do we offer this help?  I am so glad you asked.  You may see a situation and then send a card; you may sense suffering a send a check.  But maybe the most important thing we can do is to simply be with someone who once was alone, to simply stand with someone even though we cannot liberate them from their pain; maybe the best source of comfort we can offer is to offer the gift of our presence.  Quite possible, the best thing we can do is to stop the plague of isolation that Alexander and Israel experienced, because did you notice, both walked through their terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days alone!
Yes, alone!  In Alexander’s case no one came to his side.  No one comforted him.  Throughout the pages of his story no one said, I see your pain, and even though I cannot fix it for you, I will cry with you.  I will walk with you, be present for you until it gets better.  No, Alexander walked through the difficulty of his day all alone.  And the same was true for Israel.  When the citizens of Jerusalem, the very subjects of Lamentations, cried out for help no on came to stand with them.  Those who passed by laughed with derision and disdain; laughed and pointed saying, Jerusalem, 
 you have simply received what you deserve.
  

How can we be hands of comfort, we can simply be with someone, stand beside someone, so that they are not alone. 
And for those of you who want to get a little more concrete about ways to do this you can show up Wednesday night at the Atonement Community Dinner.  You can show up and serve and share with men and women of this community some who slept in a shelter last night and some who slept on 800 count sheets.  You can come and be one among equals, equals because everyone there will be hungry for something, hungry for food, hungry for community, hungry for a way to serve God, hungry for God.  If you want to share God’s comfort in concrete ways join me Wednesday night at Atonement as together we share God’s gift of presence in our being present.    
And if you are not available Wednesday night, no problem, you can be God’s comfort by helping the church plan a mission trip where we all can gather and go together to stand with and serve and be served by a community that once felt alone.  And if that is not your cup of tea then you can plan to join Judy Nolan and Joyful Hands to build a Habitat House, or come out to the Women’s Fellowship Meeting on Thursday and help us plan the ways to take up mission work in our own local neighborhoods.  
If you want to do as Paul calls us to do and bring comfort to those who are in the middle of a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day, join with the Social Advocacy Committee and stand with those who are being left alone by our nation’s budget crisis, the children of places like Little City, like Clear Brook, like Kid’s Hope United, stand with them and invite our leaders to supply funding to aid those who are the youngest, the most vulnerable, the least and the left out.  We can each, in ways that God calls us to do, choose to enter into another’s suffering, just as Christ entered into suffering for us; enter in and do not turn away, enter in and even if we cannot remove the thing that has caused the suffering we can still stand with and offer the comfort that God, in Christ, offers us to our brothers, our sisters, our enemies, our friends.
Beloved of God, Alexander and Israel, and many parts of God’s creation have had and are having terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days but here is the question for us; how might Alexander’s story have changed if someone had come along beside him and said, don’t move to Australia, I will stay here with you, I will stand here with you.  Though I may not be able to change all of your circumstances I can be sure you are not alone.  How might our world change if every Christian, every Christian, reached out to make a difference, declaring that their goal, our goal, is to be present and to offer God’s comfort, until days that were terrible become better, until days that were horrible take flight, until days that were no good and very bad are replaced with days of hope and coming joy?  
Whose pain do you see?  Whose hand might you, literally or figuratively, hold?  To who will I, you, we bring comfort, God’s comfort?  Whose terrible, horrible, no good very bad day can we enter and not be afraid, you whom God has comforted?  Let us pray.

� Lamentations 1:1.





� Lamentations 2:11-12, paraphrased.  





� These words were taken from the morning hymn  Lord of All Hopefulness, written by � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Struther" \o "Jan Struther" �Jan Struther� and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Published" \o "Published" �published� in the enlarged edition of "Songs of Praise" (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxford_University_Press" \o "Oxford University Press" �Oxford University Press�) in � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1931" \o "1931" �1931�.





� The morning anthem is Go Not Far From Me, O God by Niccolo Zingarelli, choir master of the Sistine Chapel.  It was composed in the early 1800’s.


� Lamentations 2:15-16, 3:14.





� For those brave enough to take up a study of this book, even more poignant than those who stand and laugh at Jerusalem’s plight, the author of Lamentations notes in 3:44 that even God has wrapped the Divine self in a cloud that blocks out the Israelite’s prayers.  Even their God has turned away.
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