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The Rev. Hugh Donnelly

Edvard Munch was a Norwegian painter. 
His most famous work is one you’ve probably seen: The Scream.
It shows a distorted figure on a bridge, 


hands covering ears, 



eyes and mouth open wide with fear.

Munch said that he was walking with two friends one night on a bridge in Oslo 

and had an anxiety attack;

it came upon him like a scream.

The painting is not a self portrait; Munch was not painting himself.
And the Scream portrayed is not just his scream;



it is, rather, the scream of modern-day anxiety and existential angst.




it is your scream and my scream;




it is the scream of a people caught in a whirlwind of change and fear.

Munch was not interested in portraying reality as we see it. 


Rather, much of his artwork was an embodiment of the deep feelings that we carry. 
When Munch’s art was shown in Germany, it was received with little praise. 



In the late 1800’s, society liked artwork to be realistic in a pretty sort of way: 



landscapes, flowers…

Munch’s interior work was too much for the art community in Berlin.


Too raw, perhaps. 
Best not let such wild expression of our inner nature




linger on the walls for too long…









The show lasted less than a week. 

Raw humanity is hard to see. 

Strong emotion sets us on edge. 



A scream of angst is not something we enjoy hearing (or seeing in art).

So we tend not to linger too long in a place of angst, pain, sadness. 


We quickly try to fix the things that are causing the pain. 




We don’t linger too long in front of art like this. 




It presents us too vividly with a part of humanity 

we’d rather not confront. 

There is, it seems, (in many churches, too)

a reluctance to linger too long in places of pain, shadow, and aching. 




We move very quickly to the upbeat, the celebratory.

You may be thinking, “Come on, preacher, 



it’s hard for anyone to remain a while in a place of pain.



So isn’t it best to avoid this ache? 

Why should we not race from the tomb of Good Friday 





 and into the welcoming arms of Easter Sunday, 






where death is replaced with life,






pain with soothing, 






lament with good news?”
Yes, the promise of God is new life, renewed hope, new beginnings. 

But to move too quickly from a place of deep pain 

and into renewal and joy and smiles

could be to deny of an essential part of our humanity. 




So we try desperately to convince ourselves the ache 
is not really there, 





or is not as painful as it really is. 
We don’t like to stay too long in places of agony

because we’re afraid of what that might do to us. 


We abhor the feelings that well up in us from lingering 

in our own hurt, or in the hurt of another. 





We offer counsel to our friends “It’ll be Ok,” 





not to console them, 
but to settle our own anxiety. 
We do this in churches all the time. 


Sometimes you hear it referred to as Prosperity Theology.
Jesus is the one who comes to bring light and joy, 





peace and prosperity. 




So worship is always upbeat and joyful,




      because Jesus is the one who saves us, rescues us, and blesses us. 





And we welcome this kind of salvation, very quickly!
What does our reading from Mark have to say about all of this? 

We always hear this story on the first Sunday in Lent.


Jesus is tempted in the wilderness. 

This is the beginning of Jesus’ ministry:




he is baptized, 

and then he is quickly driven, thrown (according to Mark)



into a place of wilderness. 


And there (the story goes) he is confronted by wild beasts. 



(In other gospels, you may remember that he is tempted by Satan, 


 but not in Mark’s version; here, he is met by wild beasts.)
For people who lived in that day, in that part of the world, 



huddled behind walls in their cities,




you can imagine what wilderness signified for them,




what these wild beasts meant—

those forces arrayed against civilization,



against goodness and peace, 



against the humane. 

The wild beasts could represent the shadow side of reality, 

that deep, dark world of chaotic evil that bubbles up from time to time


to challenge us. 





But not before they challenged Jesus.  
And here’s what interesting: Jesus did not run from the wilderness. 

He spent “40 days” with those beasts, 


“40” being an expression which meant a long, long time. 

Jesus was willing to linger there—in that lonely, painful place. 

A story like this reminds us that it’s Ok for us to be honest with ourselves 


when it comes to places of pain in our lives. 



We don’t need to pretend it’s all Ok when it’s not. 



We don’t need to rush out of a place of grief when we’re not ready for it. 



We don’t need to wear the mask of serenity 

when we’re really coming apart at the seams. 

A Canadian theologian and writer, Douglas John Hall, 

speaks about how we love the God of victory, 


the God who doesn’t let us linger too long in dark places. 


This is the God of Easter Sunday, 



the God who tramples down death, 




defeats the powers of evil, 





and makes everything all right. 

And, yes, this may be a valid way of understanding God’s activity in the world. 
But, Mr. Hall asks, 

—in the places of darkness in the world today—
do we jump too quickly to the “victory”? 


Because the cross


is also a part of God’s activity in the world. 




The cross represents the God who chooses suffering





because this God knows just how much we suffer. 




This is the God who feels our pain of disease and brokenness




in those times when everyone knows there is no cure. 




This is the God who doesn’t rush too quickly away from 





the wild beasts, 






but sits with them, 






        because sometimes you can’t run away from them.



This is the God who suffers, who chooses to suffer, with humanity. 


Sometimes the greatest comfort lies not in finding cure for the ills of the world 

(after all, not all ills can be cured);




but rather lies in knowing we do not suffer alone. 
I was at a funeral service for a young man 

who had died tragically in a motorcycle accident, 


leaving behind a wife and two small children. 

At one point the spouse—bravely—stood to speak, 


and through many tears managed to share some memories



and to acknowledge how painful this journey of grief would be for her. 

When she sat down, our hearts were heavy with her, 


a collective silent lament for her and her children; 



we ached in grief. 

But that heavy, silent moment did not last long: 

we stood as the sound of electric guitars pulsed through the air, 

leading us in an almost unbearably upbeat song:

“Lord I lift your name on high; Lord I love to sing your praises…”

It was jarring.

All I could think about was the pain of this woman’s loss, 

the confusion of her dazed children.

I felt a deep sadness at the gap between our upbeat, smiling, sunny and positive worship




and the sheer ugliness of violence and death in the world. 
God sits with us in our places of pain;


God does not miraculously remove us from such places. 
Maybe it’s Ok sometimes for us to linger for a while 

in the wilderness with the wild beasts. 


Perhaps we may actually need to do just that. 
And if we do, then we won’t risk denying that (sometimes) painful part of our humanity, 


sweeping it under the carpet as if it is not there. 
Maybe we’ll discover that we don’t need to leave the wilderness to find God. 

For God will meet us in the wilderness. 


After all, Jesus went there before we did. Lingered there in order to meet us.


The Lord does not abandon us to the wild beasts.



We endure the beasts with the Lord at our side. 
