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Questions are the Answer

What’s Missing?

Several years ago I visited my sister and brother in law in Johnson City, Tennessee and they took me out for my first experience of sushi.  I loved it!  I loved making my own dipping sauce out of soy sauce and wasabi.  I loved trying to eat with chop sticks and then using my fingers.  I loved the edamame – those salted soybeans that are an appetizer.  I ate them like potato chips.  It was a great meal!  But then, that night I couldn’t sleep.  I tossed and turned.  I kicked off the covers.  I opened the window.  I closed the window.   I pulled the covers up.  It was only when I took a moment to figure out what was wrong that I realized it – I was thirsty!  Parched.  I needed water.  Because I had never eaten sushi I had no idea how thirsty it would make me.  

It’s strange isn’t it?  I could be so thirsty and not know it.  Longing for something to drink, and not able to identify that feeling.  Thirst.

That longing for water that is part of our survival mechanism.  That deep desire to bring H2O into our system so that our bodies might continue functioning.  You know that feeling – after a hard day of yard word, a workout at the gym or playing soccer.  Or maybe just too much time at the desk or work.  Or when you can’t drink before a medical test or surgery.  Thirst.  Your mouth gets dry.  Your tongue feels like sandpaper.  You don’t have energy and maybe the beginning of a headache.  You know what to do when you get thirsty like that.  You get water.
But there’s another kind of thirst, another kind of longing, that our Psalmist is talking about – thirsting, longing for God – “as a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.”

What do you long for in that way?  What’s missing?  It may be hard to even know what’s missing.  Our lives are so frantically busy it’s hard to even know what’s happening in our souls.  I was chatting with a couple folks from the church one evening last week, and we were lamenting that it was October, Thanksgiving just around the corner and before we knew it, it would be spring break again.  We all did a combination of deep sigh and frantic hair pull.  It may be that the first thing you can identify that is missing is time for Sabbath, for rest, space to breath.  A break from the ipad and cell phone.  What’s missing is space to reflect and appreciate and give thanks.  
Maybe what’s missing is a deep and authentic connection to others.  You miss community and belonging.  You spend a lot of time communicating but not saying anything.  You spend hours in meetings but still feel lonely.  Maybe you live in a community for people your age, but are lonely.  You fight traffic but feel alone.

Maybe what’s missing is more depth of experience and life.  It feels like you’re just skating along the surface.  It all takes a lot of time, you are super busy, but none of it really matters.  

What’s missing?

Sometimes we don’t know what’s missing because we have become accustomed to feeding our longings with things that don’t satisfy.  Have you ever been thirsty, and really wanted, needed water but had a can of coke instead?  That sticky sweetness just doesn’t satisfy your thirst.  You drink it, and feel full and bloated but still thirsty.  Sometimes to know what’s we are really missing, we have to fast – fast from those things we use to satisfy our longing but don’t really help.
What’s underneath the hours with facebook or in front of the TV?  Are you lonely or bored.  What are you looking for in the frantic busyness of your life?  Surely it’s not more carpooling or waiting in traffic or in line.  What do you wish was stocked on store shelves so you keep going back to the mall and filling shopping bags but not finding what you are really looking for?  What thirst are you really trying to satiate by opening another can of beer or  pouring another glass of wine?  What’s missing?  
These are scary questions for us.  I think because once we identify what’s truly missing, it will mean a decision on our part.  Either we continue living as we have, with an unacknowledged longing or we do all we can to fill it.  We will be woken from a dream – to either take action or to continue in our stupor.  Taking action means risking deep change in us and in our lives.  It means upsetting the status quo.  But to do nothing means to live with the hole in our lives, knowing that we chose the gap.   

It feels like we have no options – or at least no good ones.  The good news is that ultimately, the mystics tell us, our thirst, our longing, is our soul crying out to God.  St. Augustine, one of the early church fathers said:  “The thought of you stirs him [the human being] so deeply that he cannot be content unless he praises you, because you made us for yourself and our hearts find no peace until they rest in you.” (Augustine’s confessions)  And if what we are ultimately missing is God, we know that God wants to be found.  Not many of us find God all at once.  It’s more glimmers and glances.  

Augustine would tell us that there is satisfaction in longing for God.  There is rest is searching for God.  There is peace in the heart that is restless for God.  He wrote, "I have learned to love you later, Beauty at once so ancient and so new! I have learned to love you late! You were within me and I was in the world outside myself. I searched for you outside myself and, disfigured as I was, I fell upon the lovely things of your creation. You were with me, but I was not with you...You called me; you cried aloud to me; you broke my barrier of deafness. You shone upon me; your radiance enveloped me; you put my blindness to flight. You shed your fragrance about me; I drew breath and now I gasp for your sweet odor. I tasted you, and now I hunger and thirst for you. You touched me, and I am inflamed with love of your peace" (10.27).  
In our search for God we discover that we are the one sought.  We are what has been missing.  As those created in the image of God, our restless yearning after God mimics God’s restless yearning after us.  We are the lost coin hiding in the shadows of a dark corner waiting to be found.
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