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Out of the depths I cry to you, O God. 
God, hear my voice. 
Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications. 
If you, O God, should mark iniquities, 
God, who could stand? 
But there is forgiveness with you, 
So that you may be revered. 
I wait for you,  
my soul waits, 
And in your word I hope. 
My soul waits for God 
more than those who watch for the morning, 
more than those who watch for the morning, 
O Israel, hope in God, 
For with God there is steadfast love, 
And with God is great power to redeem. 
It is God who will redeem Israel  
from all its iniquities.                                          Psalm 130 
 
 We know how the story goes.  We have heard it too 
many times.  Laura is married, the mother of two, a boy 
and a girl.  One morning in the shower she feels a lump.   
She wants to ignore it, but knows that is not much of a 
long-term strategy.  A few days later her doctor says, “We 
need to run some tests.”   
 For the longest time the only one she talks to about 
the cancer is her husband, but when she begins treatment, 
she tells people at church.  Several say, “We’ll be praying 
for you.”   
 One person encourages her to pray “knowing that 
God will heal her.”  The subtle implication is that she has 



to believe that she will be healed or it will not work.  
Faith sounds like denial. 
 People tell Laura, “You’re looking good”— which is 
a compliment— but the question pops into her head, 
“Looking good compared to what?”  
 An older woman says, “Back in my mother’s day this 
kind of cancer was a death knell.  They’ve made so many 
advances.  You’re lucky that you don’t have to do the 
really bad kind of chemo.”   
 Laura wonders, “Is there a good kind of chemo?” 
 The hushed tone in which people ask, “How are 
you?” becomes unnerving.  She wishes she could say, 
“The treatment is making me constipated, but thanks for 
asking.”   
 People tell her how brave she is.  What choice does 
she have?  She gets a lot of rah rah, “You can beat this.  
You can win.  You’re tough.”   

She starts to resent a few people.  They mean well, 
but they must not be able to hear what they are saying.  
What are they thinking when they imply that this is an 
educational exercise?   
 “There’s a reason for everything, Laura.”  How dare 
a healthy person suggest that cancer is in her best interest?  
As a self-improvement strategy, suffering is highly over-
rated. 

Laura considers slapping the woman who says, “God 
doesn’t put more on us than we can carry.”  This theory 
taken to its logical conclusion suggests that Laura and her 
children would be better off if Laura were a weaker 
person.   

What about this one?  Someone actually says, “The 
Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”  Who wants a 



God who takes a mother, wife, and daughter away from 
the people who need her?   

And worst of all, “We can’t understand God’s will.”   
That makes God sound horrible, picking her to give 
cancer to, removing hair and body parts she would rather 
have kept. 

A man she does not know well sends out an e-mail 
that begins:  “Dear Prayer Warriors, Like you, I believe 
that God heals, so I’m writing to ask you to pray for my 
friend Laura.”   
 She cannot explain why it makes her uneasy, but is 
God waiting for e-mail prayer warriors to let God know 
what needs to be done?  Does God count prayers to 
determine who gets thumbs up or thumbs down?   

Laura grows so uncomfortable with sunshiny easy 
answers that a couple of times she uses her illness as an 
excuse to stay home.   

Her family has conversations that stop when she 
walks into the room.  One of the worst things about 
cancer is seeing it hurt the people she loves.  She catches 
her husband watching a faith healer on television, on one 
of those three-digit channels. He acts embarrassed, but if 
she had not walked in, would he have called the number 
at the bottom of the screen?  A twenty-dollar prayer cloth 
could not hurt. 
 She is not usually a lonely person, but her friends 
treat her differently now.  People have stopped telling her 
their problems.  She used to be “Laura who is so smart.”  
Now she is “Laura who has cancer.”   
 A few of her friends are less likely to be there when 
she is not doing well.  One of her oncologists is the same 
way.  When the news is bad he acts as though he is 



disappointed with her, as though she failed treatment 
rather than the other way around, as though she is going 
to be a blemish on his record.   
 Her doctors—and she has enough to fill the Supreme 
Court twice—seem competent.  They are comfortable 
talking about what radiation and chemotherapy might do, 
but none of them are much help in telling her how to care 
for her children.   
 She hates her wig.  She has been mutilated, poisoned, 
and burned.  She is angry when she is not depressed.   
 When she wakes up in the morning, her first thought 
is, “I have cancer.”  God is a million miles away.   

There is another way her story could go.  How 
different would Laura’s story be if her faith and her 
church helped her deal with cancer honestly?   
 Some Christians believe in an all-powerful God who 
chooses whom to heal and whom to punish, but there are 
also Christians who believe in an all-loving God who 
cares for us and suffers with us.   
 There are people who pray for healing and are 
healed, but there are also good people who pray and die 
too soon.  When you put these two sets of experiences—
people who pray and are healed and people who pray and 
are not—together, you end up with hard questions.   
 Are the prayers of those who pray for healing and are 
healed more valid than the prayers of those who are not 
healed?  That does not make sense.  But maybe it is better 
to ask hard questions than it is to claim easy answers.   
 This sanctuary needs to be a place to bring hard 
questions, to be honest, to weep, pray, and be silent in the 
midst of sorrow.   



 We come here to remember that whenever anyone 
hears the word “malignant,” God’s heart is the first to 
break.  It is not God’s will that anyone should die too 
soon.  God cares for us in every situation as much as God 
can—or else God is not God.  God is not an all-
controlling being who punishes us for unknown reasons.  
God is an all-compassionate being who shares in our 
suffering. 

One of Laura’s friends brings her a copy of Martha 
Popson’s The Survivor’s Prayer:  “God,” I keep saying,  
“God I can’t do it this time.  The pain, the pain.”   
 “Sure you can,” she says.  “You can.  I know you 
can.”   
 “But God I don’t know this time, the pain, can’t be 
hidden.”   
 “Honey, I won’t leave,” God says, and wipes my 
brow and kisses me even though she didn’t have to.   
 “God,” I keep saying, “God, I hurt.”   
 And she says, “Oh honey, I know you do.” 
 Another friend brings a column by Molly Ivins, a 
victim of breast cancer who wrote, “I suspect that cancer 
doesn’t give a rat’s ass whether you have a positive 
mental attitude.  The only reason to have a positive 
mental attitude is that it makes life better.  It doesn’t cure 
cancer.”  
 Some of Laura’s best friends are the ones who do not 
say anything.  Silence is better than “You’ll be fine.” 
 Laura is glad to talk to women who have been 
through it.  She learns to speak with her family honestly 
about her fears.  They help each other laugh.  She loves 
her husband and children more than before.  She makes 



her doctors tell the truth.  She tells them exactly what she 
wants and how they are going to help her get there.   
 Maybe it takes more faith to live with cancer than it 
does to be healed from cancer.  She and those who love 
her pray for healing.  It is healing that includes more than 
a return to normal health.  Healing also means patching 
up relationships, forgiving everyone—including herself, 
finding peace.   
 Healing is the Hebrew shalom, wholeness in a time 
of illness, emotional healing, coping with grief, being 
reconciled to ourselves, others, and God.    

Prayer is not telling God what to do.  Prayer is the 
way in which we share our hearts with God.  Prayer is 
being held in God’s love, knowing that God is always 
working for our healing.   

When we suffer, God suffers.  When we hurt, God 
hurts.  When we have cancer, God has cancer.  When we 
experience exhaustion, failure, despair, God does not 
sympathize with our suffering from a distance.  God 
shares our suffering by entering our lives.   
 The truth revealed in the cross is that God suffers 
with us.  Knowing that God shares our suffering does not 
take the sorrow away, but it offers hope beyond our grief.   
 Even when we are most frightened, God is with us.  
Laura’s faith is in God who holds her in God’s hands, no 
matter what comes.  Her faith is deeper than the faith she 
had before she became ill.   
 It is not worth the terrible cost, but she has a sense of 
being more and not less because of her illness.  Some 
days she thinks her faith is growing faster than her cancer. 



 When she wakes up in the morning, her first thought 
is, “I have cancer,” but her second thought is, “I have 
today.” 
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