
Retreat Three
GRATITUDE AND GRIEF 

First Reflection 

As has become our practice, take time to transition slowly into retreat. When you are ready, hear 
the impassioned words of God to Moses in Exodus, chapter three: 

Let’s just admit it. Thanks to the pandemic, we’re a little sick of the world as we’ve known it in 
2020. In fact, the flood of protests in the streets reminds us that we’re sick of the world as we’ve 
known it for 400 years. We’re sick of all that has been lost because of the pandemic; we’re sick of 
all that has been lost because of injustice and oppression. We’re just sick.  

That sick feeling, according to Dr. Curt Thompson, author of Anatomy of the Soul and The Soul of 
Shame, has a name: grief. Thompson compares grief to the inflammation of our hearts that, if 
untreated, can cause serious illness or even death. Grief is how we react when we're deprived of 
anything to which we have a significant emotional attachment. We have lost so much in the past 
few months, individually and collectively, and the losses just keep coming.  

Some losses are easy to count. As we write this, more than 400,000 people around the world 
have died from COVID-19, one-fourth of those in the United States. Our hearts are broken. The 
number of black men and boys killed by police is trending upward to become a leading cause of 
death. This must stop. The number of people who have lost 
their jobs due to the pandemic is astounding. Lord, have 
mercy. Like the disciples in the boat, we need you to stand 
up and stop this devastating storm! 

Other losses are more difficult to track on a map or a graph, but they take a daily and substantial 
toll. The loss of important social gatherings and celebrations; the loss of hugs and kisses from 
grandchildren; the loss of loading up busses for a week at camp; the loss of witnessing God work 
in the lives of work crew kids and Summer Staff on assignment.  

“I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of 
their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue 
them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and 

spacious land…” 

Lord, have mercy. 
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The list goes on: The loss of confidence in 
public officials and institutions. The loss of 
relationships due to politically-charged 
divides. The loss of trust in our fellow 
human beings. Lord, have mercy!  Like the 
Israelites in Egypt, we need you to see us! 
We need you to hear us! 
We need you to be 
concerned and come 
down and lead us to a 
different land! 
 
Certainly we have received countless gifts 
from God during this season as well, and 
that is part of our collective sense of 
disequilibrium and exhaustion. We travel 
the distance between gratitude and grief 
(and back again) many times in one day and 
sometimes in one hour or one moment.  
 
We see Young Life leaders celebrating 
graduating seniors with a parade of cars 
and signs, and we’re grateful. In the same 
moment, we’re acutely aware of what’s 
been lost, and we’re grieving. That’s just 
one example. Multiply that by the number 
of people we know and the number of days 
in this pandemic; then add the profound 
mix of emotion stirred by the videos of 
violence on the nightly news, and it’s no 
surprise that our hearts are inflamed and 

our heads are spinning. We lament: Lord, 
yell at the wind and the waves! Set a bush 
on fire! Do something!  
 
When someone hands you a knotted ball of 
yarn and asks you to untangle it, sometimes 

the best thing to do is pull 
on one thread. Let’s begin 
this retreat by pulling on the 
thread of grief and see 
where it gets us. In a 
threshold like the one we're 

in, the question is not, "Will we experience 
grief?" The questions are, “What will it look 
like? And how will we respond?” 
 
Thompson says naming our losses, no 
matter how large or small, is an essential 
part of our response. Until we name our 
losses, grief might look like a dozen 
different emotions in disguise. For example, 
it can look like apathy, disconnection, 
irritability or even anger. Naming our losses 
in God’s presence, however, is the 
beginning of clarity, connection and healing. 
 
Reflect for a moment. What have you lost in 
this season? Take some time to express at 
least some of your grief and loss to God. 
Here are some prompts that might help: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Let’s begin this retreat by pulling 
on the thread of grief and see 

where it gets us. 

Lord, I am grieving the loss of… 

Lord, I am really missing… 

Father, today I am feeling sad about… 

Do not hurt through this exercise. Treat your soul with the same 
kindness and compassion you would offer to a hurting friend. Give it 
some time and space to be seen, heard and known.  
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It has been well said that every 
person you meet stands in a 
pool of tears. Finding a path 
forward towards healing and 
wholeness will require naming 
our losses. Naming our losses 
with God, and naming our losses 
with other people whom we 
trust. Giving our souls time and 
space to be seen and heard like 
this will require living at what 
author and pastor Matt Canlis 
calls “Godspeed”: living at the 
pace of being known.  
 
To understand Godspeed, think 
for a moment of Jesus on His 
way to the house of Jairus to 
heal his sick daughter. In the 
middle of responding to that 9-
1-1 call, Jesus was stopped in His 
tracks by a woman who had 
been suffering at the hands of 
doctors for 12 years. Jesus 
refused to move forward until 
He was able to set eyes on this 
woman and hear her whole 
story of grief and loss. Jesus 
waded chest-deep into her 
troubled waters. Jesus 
consistently created time and 
space for others to be seen and 
heard. He traveled at the pace of 
being known. 

 
Likewise, think of Jesus sitting in the home of his good friends, Mary, Martha and Lazarus. We 
see Jesus sitting and talking while Mary sat attentively at His feet and listened. What was He 
sharing that day? Perhaps He was sharing his anticipatory grief. Mary, I have tried to tell my 
disciples about the suffering that is ahead for me, but they are not able or willing to hear me. 
Instead, they start arguing about who is the greatest or who is in or out in My kingdom. We don’t 
know what Jesus said to Mary. We do know she created space for Him to be seen and heard and 
known. That, Jesus said, was the most important thing. 
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Perhaps the pandemic and the protests have given us an unexpected gift. Perhaps we can no 
longer ignore the river of sorrow swelling at our collective feet. Perhaps we are able to slow 
down long enough to wade into to one another’s stories and be baptized with their tears. If so, 
when we come up out of those waters, we may finally see where “pulling on the thread of grief 
gets us.” It gets us to the good and spacious land of gratitude and thanksgiving. We give thanks 
for the common ground beneath our tear-soaked feet. We are grateful that our shared grief has 
made the common ground holy. We thank Jesus that He invites us to walk with Him at the pace 
of being known.  
 

For journaling and reflection 
Consider the pool of tears at your own feet. Take time to tell Jesus a story about that pool that 
you have not told Him in a while, or maybe ever. He has time to hear the whole story, if you have 
time to tell it.  

 
After you have shared your story with the Lord, hear the words from the Father, first spoken to 
Moses and now spoken with compassion to you:  

 
I have seen. 

I have heard.  
I am concerned.  

I have come down.  
 
Not only has God seen and heard you, He is concerned about your suffering and acting on His 
concern. Read the words above again. Allow the Spirit to speak them to you, from deep within. 
Linger here for as long as it is helpful. Express any sense of gratitude you have to the Father. 

 
An Invitation 
Practice living at the pace of being known this week. Consider inviting someone with whom you 
seem to have little common ground to tell you their story. Consider inviting someone you know 
well to talk about their pool of tears. You may need to wade into those waters first before the 
other will be willing to follow. Practice being transparent with God and others about your own 
pain. 
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Further up and Further in 

	

 
 
 

“Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of His faithful servants.” 
Psalm 116:15 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Okay, now it's time for you to read, John 11:1-44. 
 
Jesus was about to raise Lazarus from the dead. It could have been an occasion for gladness, yet, 
Jesus was not smiling. It's difficult to translate the two Greek verbs John uses describing Jesus' 
disposition. Both words are filled with emotion.  
 
Jesus shudders. He is in anguish, and He gives out a cry of pain. Clearly, Jesus is living something 
hard to explain. Jesus is generally serene and peaceful. We have seen Him passionately angry 
with those who were turning the Temple into a place of commerce, but here we observe 
something different: Jesus is in emotional pain. Something seems broken in Him. Never have we 
seen Jesus so profoundly 
human.  
 
What has happened? Is it 
because He is confronted more 
deeply with human grief, the 
pain of ultimate separation? Is 
He being confronted by the 
grief that his death will bring to 
his mother, friends, and 
disciples?  
 

The next two sections of this retreat were written by Fil Anderson, founder of Journey 
Resources; a former senior leader in Young Life; and a member of the Good Way lead team in 
Atlanta. 
 
In a few moments, you will read one of the simplest and most beautiful stories that John 
ever tells about Jesus' life. It reveals how profoundly human and utterly divine Jesus is. It is 
about Jesus loving people and hating death. It is a story that begs our imaginations to run 
free. It is a story that offers endless insights that are too deep for words. 
 
Please read the story slowly, as if you are reading it for the first time. Take your time, 
allowing the scene to come alive in your imagination. See the drama as it unfolds. Imagine 
that you are one of the characters in the story. Engage your senses as you relive all that is 
happening.  What do you see, hear, feel, taste and smell? 
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The rest of the story shows how the miracle 
of raising Lazarus from the dead is the last 
straw for the Jewish authorities. It is 
because of this miracle that they decide 
Jesus must die. So, when Mary and Martha 
summoned Jesus, He must have been torn 
between His love for them and their 
brother and the certainty He felt that if He 
does respond, He will be condemned to 
death. It is a threshold moment for Jesus 
that seems to provoke his shuddering, this 
deep turbulence within him, bringing with 
it, tears. Jesus is so profoundly human, 
vulnerable and loving. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Might He explain that He's angry because 
death was never part of God's plan? I can't 
imagine Jesus thinking otherwise, least of 
all, "They think this is a crisis, but it's not a 
problem! In a few minutes, Lazarus will be 
living again. It looks bad, but it isn't. 
Actually, it's really very good! It's a great 
opportunity to demonstrate my power." 
Not on your life!  
 
Jesus wept because the death of one of 
God’s children is bad, short, and simple. The 
story of Lazarus being brought back to life 
does not give a sweet, diminished view of 
grief, saying bad things are actually 
blessings disguised. There is no silver lining 

in the dark cloud of Mary and Martha's 
grief.  
Standing in front of the tomb of Lazarus, 
the utter finality of death must have swept 
over Jesus. His anger proves that he hates 
death. He also hates loneliness, grief, 
alienation, pain and suffering. Jesus hates it 
all so much that he was willing to enter this 
broken world and experience it all himself 
so that eventually he could demolish it 
without it demolishing us. 
 
The story of Lazarus reminds us that there is 
no immunity from crisis and grief.  The 
promise is not that if you love God, good 
things will happen in your life. The promise 
is not that if you love God, the bad things 
really aren't bad; they're really good things. 
The promise is that God will take the bad 
things, and He'll work them for good in the 
entirety of our life. 
 
For too long, I lived in the illusion that Jesus 
promised a life without struggle, suffering 
and sorrow. He did, after all, pledge to give 
us a rich and satisfying life (John 10:10). 
Foolishly, I lived with the mistaken idea that 
Jesus was offering worldly comforts and 
pleasures rather than the indescribable gifts 
of His incomparable friendship. However, 
"rich and satisfying" has nothing to do with 
the absence of grief.  
 
I shudder when I recall the countless times I 
have led broken people to believe that if 
they entrust their lives to Jesus, their 
troubles will cease, and they will enjoy full 
and fulfilling lives. As much curb appeal as 
this message may have, it's not even close 
to what God promises. What we see in the 
Scriptures is actually much greater. We find 
the implausible promise that God has 

Reflect for a moment.  
Have you ever wondered  
why Jesus was angry and 

weeping? Will you wonder 
now, or even dare to ask Him?  

Can you imagine His  
answer to you? 
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broken into our brokenness to find us there, 
and yet—this is important—there is no 
promise anywhere that having found us He 
will paste our fractured life back together 
the way we want. There is a promise, 
however, that He will meet us in our grief 
and give Himself to us completely. 
 
When our children were little, I often 
returned from out-of-town trips with small 
gifts. We called them "sursies"—short for 
"surprises." I still recall the thrill of them 
running into my arms and smothering me 
with kisses. However, my delight would 
often fade when 
they asked the 
inevitable question, 
"Daddy, did you 
bring me a sursie?" 
This question always 
had a way of 
exposing their 
sincere interests. They wanted me, but they 
were quick to look for the latest sursie! 
 
To my dismay, I find that my interest in God 
often has more to do with the condition of 

my circumstances than my longing for 
intimacy with God. I'd rather have his 
healing and restoration than his friendship. 
I've spent a good portion of my life hoping 
and praying that God would make 
everything in my life good and, for Pete's 
sake, just take away my disappointment 
and grief! But there is one gift that God 
promises, and that gift is God.  
 
My mentor used to tell me, "Fil, you were 
made for God, and nothing less will ever 
satisfy you." Today, more than ever, I know 
it's true.  
 
This is not essential, but if you are 
interested, return to A Spacious Place to 
watch the video embedded in this section 
of the retreat. It was produced by two 
students at The Seattle School of Theology 
and Psychology. It is their visual and musical 
interpretation of the story about Lazarus 
that we read in John 11:1-44. As you listen 
to the words of the song and the images of 
their art, notice what stirs within you. 

 

 
 
Questions for Reflection: 

o As you reflected upon John 11, what caught your attention? Linger with whatever it was 
for a few moments. Listen for what the Lord might be revealing to you through what 
you noticed. 

o If you were Martha or Mary and could say to Jesus, “Lord, if only you had…”, what 
would you say to Him today? How do you imagine Him responding? 

o Think of a time when you experienced loss. Recall the experience as fully as you are 
able. How did you experience God in that loss? What conversation would you like to 
have with Him about that experience?   
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Further Still 

	

 

 
 
 
 
I hope you're experiencing God's kind and gentle Presence guiding you through this retreat. If 
you plan to press on and complete the remainder of the retreat in one day, please take some 
time now to rest in God's Presence before moving on. Take a walk. Lie in a hammock. Take a 
short nap. Select some music from the Music and More button. While maintaining your 
awareness of God's nearness, gently become aware of any gratitude you feel within and enjoy 
the moment.  These words may help you move more deeply into a spacious place. 
 

 
 

Be still and know that I am God. 
Be still and know that I am. 

Be still and know. 
Be still. 

Be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Take a few moments to read reflectively Psalm 22. 
 
Do you ever feel like your life is beyond repair or the reach of God's arm? Are there sources of 
sadness and grief in your life that keep you awake at night and diminish your hope in God's 
goodness? Or have you stuffed down, ignored, and denied your losses? Have you never felt 
permission or learned how to grieve? 
 
The questions above are not rhetorical. They are real questions with honest answers, possibly 
buried so deeply that it might take some concentrated time and effort to answer. The stakes are 
incredibly high, as we have already explored earlier in this retreat. 
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Learning what to do with our sorrow and grief is a large 
part of our faith journey. Culture (and some churches) 
tells us, "Suck it up. Get a grip. Quit your complaining. 
Control your emotions. Stop feeling. Stuff your pain. 
Pretend it doesn't hurt (or even exist).” Faith culture 
sometimes says, "If you have faith, you won't get hurt, 
confused or discouraged. You won't feel hopeless, get 
depressed, or experience the pain of loss and grief." 
These cruel lies don't do justice to our wounded and 
grieving souls, to Scripture or the gospel of Jesus.  
 
"The liquid entreaty of tears," writes Adele Calhoun, "is 
a huge part of the biblical text. Orphans, slaves, 
widows, sinners, cities, prophets, priests, kings, the 

oppressed, sick, exiled, defeated, and bereaved—all weep." (And I would add to Adele's list, 
people like you and me). Jesus weeps too. "And he's in good company because God started 
grieving over the mess his beloved had made just six chapters into Genesis (Genesis 6:6). The 
Trinity seems quite at home in the watery world of tears."  
 
It's an odd thing, isn't it, that most of us are embarrassed by tears, uneasy in the presence of 
sorrow and grief and unfamiliar with the ancient language of lament? It's odder still when you 
consider how the Scriptures are filled with lament. Every major biblical character, from Abraham 
to Paul, was relentlessly honest in their prayers to God about their hurt, sadness, grief, 
disappointment, confusion and anger, while clinging tenaciously to their confidence in God's 
goodness. 
 
I have come to believe (later in life than I 
wish) that prayers of lament are the missing 
portal, the entryway into a more in-depth, 
more spacious experience with a God whose 
depth of compassion, unbridled love and 
affection is greater than we have dared to 
imagine.  
 
Jesus was fluent in the language of lament 
and called upon it during His most desperate 
hours. The night before He died, He collapsed 
on the ground and begged the Father, “Take 
this cup from me.”  From the cross the next 
day He cried out the first words of Psalm 22: 
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  
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Jesus' life is a brilliant illustration that those 
who are genuinely intimate with God know 
they can express any pain, disappointment, 
temptation, anger or even rage with which 
they struggle. Jesus' life extends to us a 
personal invitation to enter the portal of 
lament. However, you must know, after you 
pass through that portal and learn to speak 
this ancient and intimate language, nothing 
can remain the same.   
 
We find three 
types of Psalms 
in Scripture: 
psalms of 
orientation; 
psalms of 
disorientation; and psalms of reorientation. 
During this difficult season, it is a good to 
recall that at least one-third of the psalms 
were cries of disorientation and lament. I 
invite you to read Spirituality of the Psalms 
by Walter Brueggemann to explore in depth 
the three types of psalms. For our purposes 
today, we will focus on lament.  
 
 

I like what Chuck DeGroat says in Leaving 
Egypt: Finding God in the Wilderness Places. 
"Lament, the ancient art of crying out 
before God, provides us with a means of 
honest and raw expression in times when 
our grief is too much to bear." (Have you 
been in a place like that in the past few 
months? I have!) He goes on to say, "It does 
not offer a quick fix or a tidy theological 
answer." 

 
One who laments 
may look like a 
whiner or 
complainer, but 
biblical lament is 
nothing of the sort. 

Instead, lament reflects the possibility of 
extraordinary hope, restored desire and a 
changed heart. At its core, lament is a 
genuine search for God. It is not a search 
for answers or an invitation to fix something 
that is wrong. Rather, lament with eyes 
wide open enters suffering and grief with 
the recognition that it might not go away 
for days, months or even years. And yet, it 
carries the hope that God will be present.  

 
 
 
 
Ann Voskamp illuminates the difference between lament and 
complaint in her book, One Thousand Gifts: 
 
Lament is a cry of belief in a good God,  
a God who has His ear to our hearts, a God  
who transfigures the ugly into beauty.  
Complaint is the bitter howl of unbelief in any  
benevolent God in this moment,  
a distrust in the love-beat of the Father's heart.  
 
 
 

"Lament, the ancient art of crying out 
before God, provides us with a means 
of honest and raw expression in times 
when our grief is too much to bear." 
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We complain when we've given up on God and lost hope. We lament when we trust God with 
our most profound suffering and grief. Again, Jesus led the way for us when He cried out from 
the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  
 
The friends and family of Jesus standing near the cross on that terrible day of crucifixion would 
have recognized the psalm of lament and been able to complete it. Much like you and I could 
complete the Lord’s prayer if someone simply said, “Our Father, who art in heaven”. In the midst 
of extreme agony and suffering, the Good Shepherd was leading those He loved towards comfort 
and consolation. By the end of Psalm 22, the psalmist is remembering who God is, how faithful 
and true, and the future that God has promised His people. The honest language of lament led to 
the language of trust, praise and hope.  
 
In the midst of your own disorientation and pain today, Jesus stands ready to loan you the 
language you need to cry out honestly before the Father. The resurrected Christ stands ready to 
listen until you are able to cry out along with Him, “He has not despised or scorned the suffering 
of the afflicted one; He has not hidden His face from us, but has listened to our cry for help.” 
 

An exercise in lament 
Is there anything you would like to lament before God 
today? Imagine Jesus standing with you, because He actually 
is, loaning you the language for the conversation. A simple 
pattern to follow might be the one laid out in Psalm 22:  
 

1) Be brutally honest about your pain.  
2) Remind your soul the truth about who God is.  
3) Call out to Him for specific help.  
4) Re-imagine in detail the future He has 

promised.  
 
Experiment with writing your lament.  
Who are the safe people with whom you can express your 
lament? Consider sharing what you have written with those 
people. Share the lament, and share what it was like to write 
it. 
 
Additional Reading: 
You might be interested in reading A Sacred Sorrow: Reaching Out To God in the Lost Language 
of Lament, by Michael Card. You might also find helpful, Spirituality of the Psalms, by Walter 
Brueggemann.  
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