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 Looking For a Safe Space
II Corinthians 4:7-18; John 14:1-3, 15-20, 25-27

Julie Johnson reports that she was awakened one morning 
recently when her husband Jimmy jumped as he rolled over in bed.1  In a quiet but
stern voice, he said, “Whose dog is this?” The light streaming in through their
bedroom window revealed a large, tan dog, who was not one of their own, sleeping
in the bed between them.

“My husband just went to kind of pull the blankets up a little bit, almost like
they were going to protect him,” Julie remembers, “and at that point, the dog moved
even farther up on our pillows and snuggled in.”

The night before, Nala the Dog had been out for a walk with her owner, Cris
Hawkins, when she slipped out of her collar and bolted into the woods. When large
thunderstorms erupted later that night, Nala, who is terrified of thunder, somehow
made her way into the Johnson home, undetected by any of their three dogs, and
cuddled up between them. After a few photos were posted on social media, Nala
was returned safely to her family, and the two families have since enjoyed play
dates for their dogs.

I suspect we all have days when we feel like Nala: Alone in unfamiliar territory,
frightened by the noise and chaos around us, and just looking for a warm, safe
place to ride out the storm. 

And if we feel this way, by all accounts, we can be sure that we are far from
alone.  For the past several decades, and especially in the past two years, people
in all age groups, among Americans and globally,  have reported increasing
frequency and intensity of anxiety disorder, depression, and deep loneliness.2  And
evidence says our young people are hurting most of all. 

1“This dog broke into a Tennessee couple’s house and snuggled her way into their bed,” by Wynne Davis. 
Reported on www.npr.org on May 16, 2022.

2https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/pandemic-year-one-saw-a-dramatic-global-rise-in-anxiety-and-depression/
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/state-mental-health-america
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Several recent studies found that young people suffer from anxiety,
depression, or loneliness at far higher rates than the rest of us. A study published
in 2021 found that twice as many adolescents experience loneliness today as they
did 10 years ago and are twice as likely as any other age group to experience these
feelings often or very often. The report found that, in 36 out of 37 countries, feelings
of loneliness among teenagers rose sharply between 2012 and 2018 and continued
to rise through last year, when the latest figures are available. Feelings of anxiety
and isolation are also known to correlate to self-harm, and in the past 10 years,
suicide rates among young people ages 10–17 have increased by more than 70
percent.3  While these trends are true for all age groups, they are especially
affecting our young people, who perhaps more than anyone else, need safe places
amid all the storms that swirl around and within them. By behavior that is self-
destructive, reckless, and even aggressive and violent toward others (Remember
that last week’s shooter in Buffalo was only 18 years old), our kids are reaching out
to us for guidance, looking to us for a better example, crying out for help, and I have
to wonder how closely we are even listening.

Now, I don’t mean to be too hard on us, either those of us who are gathered
in this place, or the collective “us” that makes up our society. These are challenging
times for all of us, and complex and confounding issues to address, problems that
will not be solved quickly or simply.  But we must set our hearts and minds to try,
to find ways to create “safe spaces,” not just for our children but for all God’s
children.

A few years ago, I had an opportunity to take part in a Safe Space training
conference that focused on helping youth leaders and educators gain skills for
creating welcoming and inclusive spaces for young people, especially those
questioning or struggling with their sexuality, a group that consistently has the
highest rates of isolation and depression, who are eleven times more likely than
other teens to try to harm themselves, and more likely to be the victims of bullying
and violent crimes.  While the training gave the participants a language and
resources for creating those safe spaces for youth, perhaps the best gift I received
from it was an awareness of how my words and actions and attitudes can both
wound and heal, sometimes even without my intention. 

We ALL need people who will speak words of welcome and acceptance to us,
places where we feel seen and our gifts are valued. We all need a safe space.

It would be so easy right now for me to say simply, “So, just come to church
because this is a safe space for everyone.”  I certainly hope Lakeside feels like and
is a safe space for all of us, and for anyone and everyone who wants to join us. I

3https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/mental-health/loneliness-in-teenagers
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know that we try hard to be a welcoming and inclusive place, a place where all are
accepted and everyone’s gifts are valued. We aren’t perfect and don’t always get
it right, so here we also want to know when our words or actions don’t match up with
our intentions because we seek to keep growing in our awareness and in the ways
we reflect the love of Christ.  But we also have to be honest that the Church more
broadly and other communities of faith in general have been places of deep hurt
and well-deserved mistrust for too many people. Whether we have contributed to
that hurt and mistrust or not, we, as followers of Christ, must acknowledge that
church has not always been a safe space, and to recognize that, even when that
is not our fault, it is our responsibility, to try to make it right.

Even when it is not our fault, it is our responsibility because, as followers of
Jesus, we are commanded to love one another–not understand, not tolerate, not
agree with, not judge or change, but love.  And Jesus was clear that loving means
including the ones we would be more comfortable excluding. It means forgiving
when we would rather hold a grudge, finding worth in the people the world doesn’t
value, flinging open the doors to welcome the people who don’t quite fit in, and
pulling up another chair to the table so that everyone who is hungry has a place at
the feast. It means offering a safe place to all who will come, because, as Johanna
Anderson’s text says so beautifully, our Lord of the small, broken things “loves the
lame child and the wretch in the street,” “the faint and afraid,” “the frail and the ill,”
and every other soul crafted in the divine image.  God loves them and tells us to
love them.  But the reality is, whether we want to admit it or not, there is no “us” and
“them.” We are one of the “them,” and we have the assurance that the Lord of
small, broken things loves us and sees us through mercy-filled eyes because we
are broken and frail and afraid, too.

The good news, sisters and brothers, is that, whatever our circumstances,
whether we think we have it all together or are feeling small and broken, we do not
have to face any of it by ourselves. We come to this place to worship God together,
to learn and serve and grow in faith together because we need one another. And
in the words we heard today from John’s Gospel, we also have the promise that
God will be with us through it all. Jesus did not leave us hopeless and alone but
called us into community and gave us the very presence of God to walk beside us.

The truth is, life can be hard, and sometimes the storms raging around us can
be frightening. Sometimes it seems the world is trying to chew us up and spit us out,
but too often we hide our fear and anxiety and loneliness because there doesn’t
seem to be any safe place in sight. We put on a brave face and pretend that
everything is ok, all the while hoping that no one notices the cracks just below the
surface or that we are sometimes barely hanging on by our fingertips. But as Jesus
stood on the edge of the most frightening, most painful events that he or his
disciples would face, on the night of his betrayal, he said to them, and he says to
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us, that we can have peace and not be afraid because God himself, in the person
of the Holy Spirit will be with us as our Comforter, our Advocate, our Friend. 

I grew up with a Pentecostal Holiness grandmother who loved to talk about
the Holy Spirit, about speaking in tongues and faith healing and being slain in the
Spirit and all kinds of things that can make us rational, logical, in-control Baptists
very nervous. We don’t talk much about the Spirit because the Person of God who
is wind and fire seems too hard to wrap our minds around, too unpredictable and
mysterious for us to understand or control. But isn’t that the point?

When Jesus promised the coming of the Spirit, he was speaking to people not
so different from us: People who wanted explanations and assurances, who
believed but also had plenty of doubts, who tried to follow but often lost their way;
people who were bruised a bit by the challenges of life, who didn’t have all the
answers but who were often uncertain and lonely and weary. And Jesus tells them
and us that we don’t have to be afraid because that place in our hearts that has
been carved hollow by all the hurts and darkness, the bad news and ugliness of this
life–of our day-to-day real-life struggles–will be filled by the very presence of God.
Whether the pain is caused by what has been done to us or is of our own making,
God’s love is deep enough and his mercy wide enough to bring healing and peace. 

The Holy Spirit with us is nothing more, but certainly nothing less, than that
piece of the divine that lives within us to fill the empty spaces as nothing else can.
And the gift of the Spirit is gracious enough that it is offered to every single one of
us in the exact shape and size of whatever emptiness we carry within us. The
Comforter Jesus promised is the presence of God, to inspire and empower us, to
enliven the good within us, to soothe our hurts, and give us peace.

Earlier in the service we heard the words of the Apostle Paul written to the
congregation in Corinth. Both Paul and the Corinthians had faced troubling times. 
Paul would be threatened, falsely accused, imprisoned, and shipwrecked, and the
Corinthians struggled with bickering and divisions among themselves and
persecution from the Roman government, but still Paul can say to them, “We are
afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair;
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed . . . So we do not lose
heart.”   

“We do not lose heart,” except Paul knew that sometimes, we do. You see,
Paul’s words here are not meant to accuse or criticize because we sometimes feel
discouraged, as if “losing heart” is an indication that our faith is not strong enough, 
but they are meant to encourage us when we do. Paul knew that in the face of so
much anxiety and doubt, we would sometimes feel defeated and crushed, that we
would want to give up and might be driven to despair. So he reminds us that we
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aren’t expected to be strong and successful and worthy on our own. Any power we
have, love we can share, or good we can accomplish is not our own doing but is a
gift from God: We are, after all, just clay jars, fragile and imperfect and being
prepared to receive a weight glory so great we can’t even measure it.

There are many good and knowledgeable people working to find reasons and
solutions for the increasing anxiety and despair that so many people, and especially
our young people, are experiencing. We can point to technologies that bombard us
with bad news and unrealistic standards of perfection, to cultural pressures to prove
our worth by performing and achieving, to fractured communities and broken
homes, to social ills as well as personal trauma. The reasons are many and
complex and daunting.  I wish there were an easy answer, a quick fix that would
help us all, whether we are 9 years old or 90, to find those safe spaces where we
can be real, feel accepted, and find peace. I do believe that our faith can provide a
source of hope and place of belonging and connection that is absent in so much of
our world.  And I do believe that we, as followers of Jesus, are called to create
those safe spaces for others, though I hope you will be here next week for us to
consider what that important work might look like, because more than anything, I
am convinced that before we can be a safe haven for others, we must become
vulnerable and honest enough to recognize that we need our own safe place to
land, to have faith enough to allow God to shape us into the image of Christ, and
to be open enough to allow the gift of the Holy Spirit to fill us and to heal us and to
bring us peace.

Youth and children, I especially want you to hear me clearly: This family of
faith called Lakeside welcomes you, loves you, and supports you, not because of
the great job you did last Sunday or how hard you work at Gatekeepers or your
attendance record at youth group. We love you because you are a child of God,
unique and special, and an important and beloved part of the family. Take my word
for it: I have seen this congregation celebrate with people in good times, cry with
them in their grief, and in more ways than I can count, wrap their arms around
people to support them at their lowest points. You are not alone because the people
in this place value you and because, I know, that the God we worship here loves
and values you, too.

And God’s children of all ages, all of that is true for you, too. 

After I heard the story of Nala the Dog last week, I kept wondering how in the
world she managed to get into that house in the middle of the night.   So, I did what
any curious person would do: I Googled it.  The Johnsons have tried to figure it out,
too, but it is still a mystery.  The working theory, Julie Johnson said, is that one of
their doors was not closed entirely and that Nala saw the porch light and found her
way to a safe place during the storm.
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When the thunder of uncertainty and loneliness is crashing around us, and the
winds of anxiety and fear are pressing in on us, may the love of Christ be the light
that leads us to the open door of welcome in this family of faith, so that we can all
find a warm, safe place to ride out whatever storms we face.  Children of God, “We
are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair;
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed . . . So we do not lose
heart,” because God is with us. We are not alone. Thanks be to God!  Amen.

Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession May 22, 2022

Good and gracious God, we live in a world that demands so much from us,
a world that measures success and happiness by quantity and tries to convince us
that our worth is found in what we can accomplishment and how much we can
acquire. Voices shout for our attention from every direction, agendas use us to
justify themselves, and factions play us against one another to ensure their own
power.  We are pulled in every direction, distracted by the chaos and clutter, and
weighed down by more worries and anxieties than we can number. 

But you, Gracious God, call us beloved and cherish us as your children.
Through Christ, you lead us to a life, not measured by what we deserve or can earn,
but that overflows with the abundance of your goodness and grace. You invite us
into a kingdom whose economy is measured by joy and compassion and mercy.
  

Where the world tells us to do whatever we must to remain in control and get
ahead, you have shown us that the greatest faith grows from the tiniest of seeds,
that true power is found in vulnerability, and that those willing to give the most will,
in turn, gain the whole world.  O God, grant us the grace to hear your call above the
flattery and deception of other messages that beckon to us, and give us the courage
to follow you instead of chasing after attractions and accolades that are temporary. 
Make us attentive to the sound of  your voice.  Help us to see all the ways that you
are at work in our world, especially in the small, broken things, in the meek and
poor, in the vulnerable places where we would not think to look for you.  Whether
we are the first and the greatest, the last and the least, or feel lost, misunderstood,
or unnoticed somewhere in the multitudes, O God in your mercy, remind us that we
are known and we are loved, because we belong to you. Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister
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