WhenYou

once had aclient, a
county politician,
Who Was arrested
and charged with sexu-
ally propositioning a
policeman. The news
media had a field day
with the ensuing scan-

dal. Although h& was a

There’salotyou ar]clgto help ahurting friend, even - happily martied man
ifyou t}gunk ou cfon tknow V\}r)]at {0 say. g‘ighn{wgscg's'gfggmmhat
effeminate. His Frotests

by Jeris E. Bragan i

~ His wife was humil-
lated. His children were
tormented at school. .
Friends withdrew their
sypport. He knew that
his career was finished,
even though at the trial
the {ury found him “Not
quilty!™ in record time.
Ouitside the courtroom
an old friend timidly
approached my client, *|
know 1let you down,” he
apologlzed sadly. “1felt
so badly for you, and |
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wanltngto fd?t somethrnlg 10 help but
couldn't. | felt so frustrated

“I"needed the warmth of his friend-
ship, but he wanted to play God. No
wonder he was frustrated!™ my client

muttered later.
? has rough edges that cut deeply.

The fabric “of human existence ‘is
riddled with the dark stain of suffering.
Life can be brutally unfarr We all know
that. More tr}an an g g s we need
reassurance rom o(gr/ n[?st at we re
loved, wante nee ed an precrate
when we've been badly hurt. Only a car-
rnﬁ friend can restore our sense ofvalue
when we feel most valueless.

But littlk in e leaves us feeling more
inadequate or helpless than wher we're
faced with the bleak reality of a person
we care about caught in the throes of
concrete suffering.” What can we_do?
What can we say that will make a differ-
ence What If We do or say the wrong

th rno

riend of mine_put it simply: “l want
to help when a frrg é IS huPt?hH but |
Treeze ug hecause 1 don’t know fow. So
| withdraw, and then feel quilty because
| know Ve let them down.”

| think a lot of people share her
experience,

In fact, there is little we can do or say
to “fix” another’s problems or changg
the circumstances that have caused théir
suffering. But there are specific thrnﬂ
we.can do that will help them survrvet
Parn process, it more effectively, an
hen find their own path beyond prison
walls of anguish.

Trust God to lead you.
We must come to terms with our own
imitations before trying to help some-
hody else. We're not God, nor are we
othérwise omnipotent. We're painfully
human, limited in wisdom and resources.
Unlike Jesus we can’t bring the dead
pack to life, heal disease, or restore
hroken relationships. B twe can always
do something meaning

| pray before reachrng out to touch
someorie in Rarn | ask God for two
things; (1), that He will comfort my
wounded friend, and (2) that He will give
me, the m, sensitivity, and cr
Hvrty 0 D the answer to My prayer for

God takes such prayers very seriqu
“Let go an(ﬁ gysoun g 8 hh/t
to0 man peoBIe use that |dea S a pious
cloak to hide behind—a self- servrngijus
tification_for safe passivity. God Toves
working in partnershri) with those who
love Him and are willing to serve as a
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human vehicle for His healing grace. Ifl
must make a mistake, let it be rn frying
to do too much rather than too |éte'
Extraordinary people are ordinary
People who pray for God’s guidance ang
hen pa¥ attention on a consistent hasis
to the Jittle things in life that God brings
to their attention. They don'’t squander
their time or energy on"grand but empty
%estures they foculs on what they can

0—and ther| do
Onﬂy geo qe who frust God to Iead
them “are free enqugh to accept their
limitations and still“give the most pre-
cious gift ofall to asuffering friend: love.

Hurting people
needto
“talk 1t out”
with a friend they

n trust to
reaTFy hear them.

Affirm their value by loving them.
TraFedy destroys the neath( arranged
pattern of our Irves We feel lost, alone
powerless, and_abandoned by God and
other people. Like Humpt Dumpty the
meaning of our |ives isshattered, broken
Into a million pieces, and [t appears that
nobodg mcIudrngD ourselves, canP
the broken pieces Dack together agaln

Dick Snyder, an accountant al the
Tennessee Christian Medrcal Center, IS
one of the smartest men | know when it
comes 0 using ordrnarY skills to comfort
a hurtrn% friénd. While walking down
the hospital corridor recently, he Planced
Into an oﬁrce and saw a mutual” friend
slumped at her desk.

“Problems?” he asked. She nodded
without speakrnq

(5)0 you need 1o talk?” She shook her

He hesitated. “Do ou need a hu 7”
rIrarn she nodded sjlent ¥] stood up,
nim hug her while she fough back
the tears. Although his gesture might
have been misunderstood by some, |t
was a profoundly human act. He
ferred to risk bging misunderstoo to
leaving her hurting. He didn't solve her

prohlem, but his warmth energized her
Sufficiently to deal with it

Pastor Conn Arnold is highly regarded
by inmates and staff members alike at
the Tennessee State Prison in Nashville.
|t takes him halfan hour to move thirty
yardsthrough the compound because he
Stops to hug, back-slap, and shake hands
with the roughest convicts behind the
walls. “Man, "1t’s good to see you,” he
teIIs one. Toanogher: “| reaII){ appreciate

" He isn't afraid to openly love peo-
Iel even prisoners.
He | %u t makes you feel good about
yourselt, no matterwhat mr% tbe going
wrong, because you know e carés,” a
prisoner says.

When God wants to hug us, He always
sends somebody to put His arms around
us. That’s oné way in which people
mediate God’s grace most dramatrcallru
to one another, especially during toug
times. But a [ot of pain goes unhealed
because people He wants'to send don't

0 Never assume that our friend knows
you love and care for im. Durrnrg
cult times stlence or vague %ene al |t|es
are almost always experienced as Indif-
ference. Be direCt and specific. Nothin
Bullsthe broken pieces ofa shattered life
ack together faster than the certain
knowIe ge that we're loved by other
people.

Let them ventilate
I accrdentalh( jostled a patrents bed
hile trying To make him comfortable.
:Are you tryrng to kill me?” he shouted.
Leave me alone!”
An experrenced nurse saw what hap-
ggned Don't take it JJersonaII){ she
vrsled “Hurting people are touchy
eople

Whether wounded |n body or spirit,
hurting_people are indeed “touchy at
trmes' They'e capable of lashing’ out
an f (Yat peope closest to them. Faith

isstretched to the breaking point.
Marrrages and other close relationships
often crack under the strain of suffering,
often because of what somebody said Or
didn' say at the right moment.

Awarm and caring pastor catme to vrsrt
me once when oing throu
partrcuﬁarly ﬁarntl ordgal Igle wantgd 0
assure me“tnat God loved me and was
workrno for qood in my life, regardless of
how things Tooked af the moment
this is an‘example of God helping me, |
don't think I'll survive much moré of if!”
| snapped.

He studied me thouqhtfull and lis-
tened while | vented alot of Ditterness



argdsselfeprty “énknow \r%hat you meanOf
| fi
steamg \/eVYtad times In h¥ ﬁ?e wtlr
thought | hated God. Fortunately, as
things turned out, -m glad Igot overit.”
| Was startled by Such an_honest
admission. | realized he not onI%/ heard
m%/ words, he heard beyond them to
ere | was strudglmg With issues of
faith., He under? 0od "the
?rrevmg s0 | could trust him"and listen
0 him When 1had nothing mare to sa¥
Hurting people need to “talk it ou
wrth a friend they can trust to really hear
them, That's ong of the importan wags
mb\lrjvlhrch welsort through me brok
rybble of our lives and begin the process
uttrn the mudjdlfeg |ece% back
et era am Butwe need to talk with
omebody Who will listen without cen-
sormg or lecturing us for outbursts of
anger, bitterness, and self-pity.
rieving is the human response to suf-
fering, and that process follows a predict-
able,”if not_serenely peaceful, spiritual
sequence. First comes shack, that para-
lyzing_ experience of bewildered numb-
riess, followed by denial: “This can't be
happening to mé!” Most people can eas-
rIy handle a friend's feelings during
t ese states because they'ré" virtually
he gess and incoherent.
ut what follows is chaotic, messr
stressful, exhausting, and emotional y
explosive: anger, bittemess, resentmen
and self-pity.” People are capable of say-
Ing the mast outrageous things when
trapped inthe quicksand ofsuch destruc-
tive feelmg ut let them ventilate. It's
Part 0f thé process. As Job discovered,
here isno pam -free shortcut to reaching
the end of grrevmq acceptance.
Angry and bitter feg mos are usually
disguised in the form of classic why
questions: Why is this happening? Wh
has God allowed this? What have | %one
to deserve this? Why is God punishing

me so harshly? These are “traﬂ” ques-
tions hecause (1g rarely is there an
obvrous honest nswer; (2 tryrng 0

answer dguestrons onty eads to Con-
fusion, and the questions themselves
are cries of oam no aserrous Invitation

to abstract theological discussjon.

lg ple d onet g noraretheylrkely
0 hear—a Iecture on the meanmg of
suffering when their hearts are breaking
from deSpair. Even God didnt answer
any ofJob’s questions until Job ?ot some
of the anger and self-pity out of his sys-
tem. Ultimately, God gave Joh Himslf,
T A o
when frredds are grieving. yG(ive them

process of true

YourGod -centered, loving self. Listen to
em Accept yFur limitations Ia nd do

you can, ‘Then God can filter His
gracrous love through you and begin the
process of healing.

Grieve with them.
Afriend of mine isa successful and popu-
lar pastor. But that hasn’t always been

Hes aIwags loved peoRIe deeply, but
he was raised in atrme when men didn't

show their feelings. It was somehow
unmanly, a weakness. So he learned to
drstrust his own feelmﬁs to fear others
and to distance himself from both,

“| "preached” technically perfect ser-
mons, but nobody was touched. | bap-
tized, counseled,” married, and_ buried
people, but my life got emptier with each
passmg ear,” he admits.

One day he preached a funeral for a
yound boy. He looked out over the con-
regation” while deli werm% IS sermon
he grieving mother caught h |seyean
heldit. His mind went bIan ooked
up at him hopefully. What did she want?
What did she negd from him? At that
moment the tragic death of a small boy
collrdedwrt the meaninglessness of his
own ife and ministry.

He broke down and wept before his
astonrshed congregatron

“I thought I’q failed my arrshroners
by losing contro like that, and | started
to apologrze to the mother,” he told me.

But shé stopped me and hugged me.
hank Kou for grieving with me‘over my

she said.

I hasnt been easy, but he’s sIowI'y
learned the value ofoP]enmg up his heart
to the feelings of other péople. Some-
where in the process he became a more
effectwe pastor, his people are blessed,
ana s life isvicher and more meaningful.

There are many mysteries in suffering
we cannot understand. But Il give you
one that we can; The weight ofa heart-
break shared with a loving friend s cut
In half. When the burden Ts shared with
many friends, we can cope with almost
anything. We never feel more revitalized
than when a friend loves us enough to
grieve with us in our pain.

Expect the best from your friend.
For the past eleven years |'ve served a

ninety-nine-year prison term in one_ of

America’s most wretched prisons. | live
in a demented and demonrc world where
some of the most violent vrcrous and
hate-filled men are p (a%ked together | e

aﬁ“”erfo ara f%arnevery t?n%e“ﬁry rpa sI

been directly or indirectly threatened.
Drugs, murder, robbery, Sexual perver-
sion; corruption, and ‘every other vice
known to himankind flowt roufqh here
like raw sewage under crt?/ streefs

|'ve strquled through long periods of
time when Twondered 1f God was domg
modem remake of Job out of my lifel |
didn’t think Iwould survive the frrstyear
with eith rmy mmd oS mt Intact.

But today Pro oundl app%/ con-
tented—and strI In prison, wit Irtte
realistic hope of ?ettmg out for a long
time. Yet my trust in God, love for peo-
ple, and ?eneral optimism about [ife has
gr%vrn stronger with each passing year.

It's srmole my. life is blessed with
scores of ovmq friends. Every month
brings many |etters, cards, tapes, and
notes to my cell from children and adulfs
of all ages, They communicate incredi-
ble warmth and affection. They expect
the very best from me at all times, not as
a demand byt as a manifestation of their
confidence In me,

It's an expectation that’s rmpossrble
to resist, It's important to have faith in
God and other people. But its equaIIK
important to know that both have fait
In "us, especially when we're going
through hard times. When we know for
suret at we are Ioved both by God and
other geo ple, an;( form of adversity Is
relatively easy to transcend in time.

Share in the suffering of Christ.
When Jesus entered the anrden of Geth-
semane on that last m?—lt before Hrs
suffering on the cross, He esperate
needed His_friends. “My soul Is over
whelmed with sorrow t0 the point of
death Stay here and keep waich with
2t-6le3s8a|d to Peter, James, and John

t

He didn’t expect them fo “fix” His

rob em He knew they could not. What

e needed was somethm 0.they were free
to give: their pr eyers ovm sul%rort a
Irstenm ear, théir empathy, and their
confrdence That could not have changed
His circumstances, but He would have
found comfort in those circumstances.

Instead, they slep

Let It not be sard that we slept when
the hidden Christ came to us In the form
of a suffering friend in need of our
comfort.

JERIS E. BRAGAN has completed a bachelors
%Iee and ub} %hed tw? bo%kT of short stories
mor than fifty arficles while serving a sen-
tence Jr eTennesseeStatePrrson He 1sworking
toward a masters degree in pastoral counseling.
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