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Mark 10:46-52


A few weeks ago, I had to drive up to Warwick, New York, for a retreat put on by Faith at Work, an organization that is connected to and supportive of our ministry here at KC in many ways.  I was looking forward to the retreat, but dreading the five hour drive up to Warwick.  On my way out, and already running late, I stopped by the library to get some books on tape to help me pass the time.  I didn’t have time for a lot of deliberation, so I just grabbed four things off the cart of recent returns.  One of these happened to be a real find—once I popped it in, the hours flew by.  It was called “Ten Lessons to Transform Your Marriage”, and it was written by John and Julie Gottman.  You might have heard of them—they direct the famous “Love Lab” out in Seattle, Washington and were profiled in Malcolm Gladwell’s book, “Blink”.  The Gottmans describe actual conversations between married couples that came to the Love Lab for help with their relationship, and extracts a lesson from each one.  Well, it was kind of a guilty pleasure listening to all these couples gripe and complain and put each other down, but I tell you, never has my marriage looked so good by comparison.


There was one lesson, however, that really stuck with me.  It was about complaining.  To my surprise, the Gottmans encourage couples to voice their complaints to each other, as long as they do so without criticism.  And they encourage couples to “look for the longing in each other’s complaints.”  They even had a very helpful section where they list complaints and then suggest the longing that lies behind it.  So when someone says, “Why do you always let the garbage pile up like this?”  they are really saying, “I wish that we could feel more like teammates taking care of our house.”  They suggested that if couples avoid criticism and listen for the longing that lies behind the criticism, their complaints will no longer be a barrier to intimacy, but instead become an opportunity to build intimacy by connecting with each other’s deepest yearnings. 


Now, before I go any further with this, I should add that this technique has done nothing for my marriage except provide us with a running joke.  Now Dan says to me, “I yearn for you to take out the stinking garbage that’s been sitting in our kitchen for a week,” and I tell him, “Honey, I yearn for you to improve on the violin.”  It hasn’t done a lot for our closeness, but I think we’ve probably missed the point.  The point, of course, is that expressing our longings to each other builds relationship.  Do you think that’s true?  Well, let’s give it a try.  Why don’t we have our own little Love Lab right here at KC this morning!  Find a partner—and married couples, please find a partner other than your spouse—and let’s first exchange complaints.  Then, let’s tell each other the longing we heard behind those complaints.


Which was easier to say?  Was it easier to talk about complaints, or to talk about longing?  The complaint, right?  The Gottmans are onto something here.  When we listen to each other’s yearnings—and when we take the risk to just speak that yearning straight out—we invite each other into deeper relationship.


But there’s another insight behind the Gottman’s advice as well.  We will do just about anything—even complain about the garbage—rather than talk about our yearnings with each other.  After all, it’s much easier to say to your spouse, “Take out the stinking garbage you lazy bum” rather than to say, “I yearn for there to be something more between us.”  Yearning is a risk because it admits that we aren’t all okay as we are.  It admits that our desires are huge, our needs are deep, and that there are things we want which we may not ever, ever have.  But here’s the amazing thing--it’s the yearning that creates the opening for relationship. 


What if we yearned together, as a community?  What if our yearnings didn’t just stay inside us, but rather became the things we spoke to each other, the things we heard in each other?  What if our yearnings were things that we lived out loud?  What if our church was a church of out-loud yearning?  What would that look like?  How would that change us?  How would that change the world?


Those are questions we ask with some trepidation, especially if we listened to the scripture readings this morning.  Bartimaeus is a man who yearns out loud.  He yearns so loudly, in fact, that Jesus can hear him even though a large crowd surrounds both him and Bartimaeus.  He cries out “Jesus!  Son of David!  Have mercy on me!” and Jesus pauses and listens.  But did you notice in that scripture that not everyone is that interested in what Bartimaeus has to say?  In fact, when Bartimaeus keeps shouting at Jesus, everyone around him tells him to be quiet!  They don’t have any interest in hearing his yearnings, because his yearnings give the distinct impression that things are not all well and good in their community.  That’s not the impression they wanted to give Jesus—they wanted him to see their tidy streets and nicely trimmed shrubbery as he walks by, not notice a blind, raggedy beggar.  


And then there’s Job.  As we’ve been hearing over the last three weeks, he has no trouble voicing his yearnings.  When his suffering starts, his friends come and sit with him in silence, supporting him in his grief.  But once they start to speak, things go downhill.  Job wants answers from God—he wants an explanation for why bad things have happened to him even though he’s been good—and he tells everyone who will listen to him what exactly he’s yearning for.  Then his friends have a lot to say—and mostly they suggest that Job consider all of the things that he might possibly have done to deserve what happened to him.  There has to be a reason for this, they tell him.  It’s almost certainly your fault.  And then Job’s wife chimes in with some advice of her own:  curse God and die!  (I wonder what the Gottmans would have suggested to Job and his wife if that conversation took place in the Love Lab?)  It’s hard to hear Job’s yearnings, because if bad things happened to him that weren’t his fault, then those same things could happen to me too.  And if he doesn’t curse God and die, then is he going to just keep yearning?  Oh please!  Have you ever noticed that voicing a yearning once is cathartic, but voicing it over and over again is annoying and grating?  


It’s so hard to sustain our longings, our yearnings, because there is so much inside and outside us telling us to just let it go, just drop it, just get over it.  But Job’s story—Bartimaeus’ story—shows us what could happen if we ignore all those voices and just let our yearnings out.  If we cry out to God with our whole hearts, these stories suggest, then we create an opening for relationship.  We find an opening for relationship with each other, but that’s not all.  We create an opening for relationship with God.  In the midst of all of Job’s crying and yelling, God arrives—not with explanations and answers, but with presence and power.  God doesn’t meet Job’s complaints, but meets the deeper yearning, the yearning for relationship, for connection, even in the midst of loss and grief.  And the same goes for Bartimaeus—he cries out long enough and loud enough that there is an encounter, and in that encounter, something changes.  He is healed.


What if that was our story too?  What if the yearnings of our hearts weren’t just things that we held, quietly within us, or murmured in the middle of a quiet prayer time in church?  What if Bartimaeus became the Patron Saint of the Kittamaqundi Community?  Here we are, after all, by the side of the road.  What if people could hear our yearnings, sense our yearnings, as they walked by or drove by our building?  What if they could sense our hunger?  Would they find there an invitation to relationship?


Or would they be put off, embarrassed?  There are plenty of authors and advisors out there who would suggest that’s no way to build a church.  Rather, we need to appeal on the basis of everything we’ve pulled together—our excellent programs and groups and classes.  But you know, I hear a lot of complaint in the world, and a lot of it is about Christians who seem to have the world so well packaged and programmed.  What if KC was actually an antidote to all of that, because here you could yearn, out loud.  Here you could yearn for something more—even if you’ve been on this journey for long enough now that it’s a bit embarrassing to admit that you still don’t have it all worked out.  Maybe then we’d be open to relationship with each other, with God, and with the world in ways that we haven’t even begun to imagine.  


Who is God, after all, but the one who yearns for relationship with us?  Why else would God have sent Jesus to us, why else would God seek to be embodied, incarnated in this world?  God yearns for relationship with us.  What if we dared to yearn back?
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