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Grace in the Shadows 

by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 
First Congregational Church of Eugene 

June 8, 2025 

 
Scripture: Matthew 27:45-46; Romans 8:35, 37-39 

 

It’s hard not to notice the tension between our two scriptures this morning. In Romans, Paul 
writes one of the most sweeping affirmations in all of Scripture: 

 

“Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
 

But then we turn to Matthew’s Gospel—and hear the final words of Jesus on the cross: 
 

“My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” 

 
How do we reconcile the two? How can Jesus assure us that nothing will ever separate us from 

God when he himself seems to feel completely separated? 

 
That’s a question worth sitting with, especially today. 

 

Because when someone we love dies by suicide—as 19-year-old Jayden Parker did this week—
it brings that tension to the surface in a painful, personal way. We’re left with deep grief. Also, 

deep questions. Sometimes those questions are too hard to say out loud. 

 
Today I want to speak directly to three of the most common ones. I won’t answer them fully—

no one can—but I hope to speak truth into them. Gentle truth. Grounded in scripture and in 

real life. 
 

Question 1: Why did this happen? 

 
It’s one of the first things people ask: Why? What was going on? What were they thinking? And 

underneath those questions is often another: Couldn’t someone have stopped it if we’d only known 

what was really going on? 
 

I recently came across a Yale researcher who studied how accurately people can discern the 

motivations of others. She reviewed 25 different studies. And in 23 out of the 25, people were 
wrong more often than they were right. The same is true of our own attempts to interpret 

another person’s silence, mood, or actions. 

 
She said that the only reliable way to understand someone’s motivations is to ask them directly. 

But in the case of suicide, we can’t. So we’re left guessing. Wondering. Sometimes blaming 

ourselves or others. 
 

Let me gently suggest: when we assume we know why someone died by suicide, we may not 

only be wrong—we may add to our own pain, or that of others, by constructing a story we can 
never verify. 
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Even in the shadows, there is grace. 
 

Question 2: Could I have done something to stop it? 

 
This one hits especially hard for friends and family: 

 

What could I have done? What should I have said—or not said? Should I have tried harder? Not let 
them leave that night? Called more? Intervened sooner? 

 

I get this question. I’ve lived it. 
 

Years ago, my brother came close to ending his life. He left a note saying he was going away, 
and we might not see him again. I was frantic. I wanted to start calling every hotel and motel 

within 200 miles. My parents hesitated, and I didn’t understand why. 

 
So, I called my minister, begging him to talk some sense into them. 

 

Yet he said something I didn’t expect. He said: 
 

You may want to stop him—but that won’t help him. If he doesn’t choose to live on his own, and you 

force him back, you might not be saving him. You might be pushing the pain deeper. He must find the 
will to live within himself. Otherwise, it probably won’t last, and he’ll make sure you can’t stop him the 

next time. 

 
While that was hard to hear, I understand now what he was saying. 

 

Thankfully, my brother chose not to jump off the cliff he had driven to. But he had to reach that 
decision himself.  

 

There are moments when, no matter how much we love someone, we cannot carry them to 
safety. We can walk beside them, pray for them, hold space for them—but we cannot override 

their will. 

 
There is a sacred kind of agency that every soul has. Sometimes, honoring that agency is the 

hardest, fiercest form of love there is. 

 
Even in the shadows, there is grace. 

 

Question 3: What happens to the soul? 
 

This is where bad theology often does real harm. Many of us have heard—sometimes explicitly, 

sometimes just whispered—that people who die by suicide are condemned, or lost to God. 
 

But Romans tells us something very different. It says: 
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“Nothing can separate us from the love of God. Not death. Not life. Not angels. Not demons. 

Not the present. Not the future. Not anything in all creation.” 
 

Not anything. 

 
If Paul’s words mean anything, they must mean that. 

 

And what about Jesus? On the cross, he cries out, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned 
me?” 

 

But here’s the thing: he’s quoting Psalm 22, which starts with these exact words. While that 
psalm starts in despair, it doesn’t end there. It moves through the valley of abandonment into a 

place of deep trust and assurance that God never abandons God’s children. Hear this Psalm’s 
wondrous conclusion:  

 

To God, indeed, shall all who sleep in the earth bow down; 
    before God shall bow all who go down to the dust, 

    and I shall live for God. 

Posterity will serve God; 
    future generations will be told about the Lord 

and proclaim God’s deliverance to a people yet unborn, 

    saying that he has done it. 
 

Set against the backdrop of Psalm 22, we see that Jesus’ cry of abandonment was not a denial of 

faith, but an expression within faith. It was not a declaration of defeat. It was a window into the 
full depth of human suffering—so that we would know: even this has been felt by God. Even 

this. 

 
If Jesus has gone ahead of us into death, including the kind that feels like abandonment, then 

there is no place—no shadow, no depth—where he is not already present. 

 
Some Christians talk about hell as the place where God not only abandons God’s children but 

burns them in fire. Yes, if hell is such a horrific place, one wonders why Paul never mentions 

hell—not even once—in all his letters in the New Testament. When Jesus speaks of hell, he 
uses the word Gehenna. That’s a real place. It was a garbage dump outside the walls of 

Jerusalem, where fire continually burned to consume what no longer served the community. 

 
Jesus never described Gehenna as a place of eternal punishment. Gehenna is a metaphor for 

purification, not damnation. A fire that doesn’t destroy the soul, but clears away what weighs it 

down. In this light, Gehenna becomes not the end of grace, but its extension—burning away 
what no longer serves, so that all who “sleep in the earth may bow down,” and “those yet 

unborn” may proclaim God’s deliverance. 

 
By the way, I think we caught a glimpse of this spiritual Gehenna during our series on Near-

Death Experiences. Do you remember the Life Review—one of the most commonly reported 

elements of those experiences? People describe reexamining every moment of their lives—
even experiencing certain actions through the eyes of those they affected. They see where they 
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succeeded and where they struggled, especially in how they loved—or failed to love—their 

neighbor as themselves. 
 

Could this be the fire Jesus had in mind? A refining light that illuminates every corner of our 

lives—burning away regret like chaff, and leaving only the nourishing wheat of our truest selves? 
It’s no wonder that those who speak of the Life Review describe it not as judgment, but as love. 

Love that sees everything clearly and invites us to become our best and most whole selves. 

 
God doesn’t burn God’s children. God heals them. God refines them. And God never gives up 

on them. 

 
Look at nature. Evolution is God’s signature in this world. It’s God’s timeline. Everything in 

creation is evolving—slowly, painfully, beautifully, over centuries, not mere years. Why would 
the soul be any different? 

 

We are here to grow. To fall. To fail. To learn. To heal. 
And God has eternity to work with us. 

 

So, where does this leave us? 
 

It leaves us with grief. Real pain. Real tears. Real questions. 

 
It also leaves us with grace. 

 

Grace that holds us when we don’t understand. 
Grace that carries us when we can’t carry ourselves. 

Grace that says: Even if you felt abandoned, I was with you the whole time. 

 
Maybe that’s the answer to our opening question. 

 

Maybe the reason Jesus can assure us that nothing will separate us from God is because he has 
felt what we feel. Because he has cried out in despair. Because even in that moment of feeling 

abandoned, he was still in the arms of the One who never lets go. 

 
If God was present within Christ’s own feeling of abandonment, then we can trust God is 

present in ours. 

 
And if nothing can separate us from God’s love—then that includes Jayden. That includes you. 

That includes everyone who’s ever stood on the edge of uncertainty and despair. 

 
Even in the shadows, there is grace. 

 

Grace reaches there too. 
 

Even in the shadows. 

 
Amen. 
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