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Scripture: Jeremiah 20:7-13 
 

In the morning, while it was still very dark, 
Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place, 

and there he prayed.  — Mark 1:35 
 
I. Jeremiah’s Rant 
 
On a shelf in my studio sits a carved wooden replica of the great labyrinth set into the floor of 
Chartres Cathedral in France.  It sits next to a little toy airplane and a souvenir Florida license 
plate with the word FRIENDSHIP stamped across it. 
 
You already know the airplane. It reminds me of the first bow of my morning meditation: 
gratitude. The inhale. Taking stock of every blessing that has come my way since yesterday 
morning. 
 
The license plate reminds me of the second bow. The exhale, which the inhale makes possible. 
From gratitude I move to gift-giving, turning prayerful attention toward someone in need. 
 
Breathing in. Breathing out. If I could live on those two alone, I would. 
 
But between every exhale and the next breath, there is an emptiness. And that emptiness 
reminds me of something the spiritual life keeps teaching me: it does not graduate us beyond 
need. It returns us to need. 
 
So the second bow leads to a third. The labyrinth on my shelf reminds me what that bow is 
about. 
 
Every morning, before any of the bows begin, I read — a chapter from the Hebrew Scriptures, 
a chapter from the New Testament, a sip or two of coffee in between. One of the chapters I've 
been sitting with since this series began is the one we just heard: Jeremiah, chapter twenty. 
Let me tell you about the man who prayed it. 
 
God asked Jeremiah to preach a message his people did not want to hear. And God kept asking 
him to preach it for twenty long years. Actually, “asked” is too gentle a word. You heard 
Jeremiah’s complaint:  
 

If I say, “I will not mention God 
    or speak any more in God’s name,” 

then within me there is something like a burning fire 
    shut up in my bones; 
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I am weary with holding it in, 
    and I cannot. (Jer. 20:9) 

 
Jerusalem was oppressing its most vulnerable — the poor, the widow, the orphan — while 
riding a wave of patriotic confidence that God was on their side. And if that did not change, 
Jeremiah saw destruction coming at the hands of the Babylonians. 
 
Jeremiah’s preaching fell on deaf ears. The longer Jeremiah preached God’s warning, the more 
people despised him. Even those charged with maintaining law and order repeatedly tried to 
silence him — eventually even throwing him into a muddy cistern where they hoped he would 
either sink and suffocate or stand and starve to death.  
 
After years of scorn and abuse, Jeremiah spoke his mind to God – or screamed it:  
 

O LORD, you have enticed me, 
    and I was enticed; 

you have overpowered me, 
    and you have prevailed. (Jer. 20:7) 

 

The Hebrew is even more disturbing than most English translations allow. The word translated 
‘enticed’ can mean deceived or seduced, and Jeremiah’s language of being overpowered carries 
connotations of violation. 

And here is what that scream accomplished: nothing. The Babylonians still came. The city still 
fell. If prayer is measured by what it changes, the rawest prayer in Scripture failed. 
 
Why was Jeremiah's rant allowed to remain in sacred Scripture? It would have been easy for a 
copyist to omit it — not just because it's harsh on God, but because it's confusing. Why 
complain bitterly in one breath, then exclaim in the next: 
 

Sing to the LORD; 
    praise the LORD! 

For God has delivered the life of the needy 
    from the hands of evildoers. 

 
II. The Labyrinth 
 
I’ve written and preached about our daughter Arianna’s brain cancer. What I’ve never spoken 
of is what happened shortly after her first surgery: her psychotic break. To this day, this is the 
single most terrifying experience in my life.  
 
“This does not look like ordinary mental illness,” the psychiatrist at the behavioral health center 
told us after Arianna was admitted.  
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Nothing about Arianna’s condition seemed ordinary. Arianna was not merely confused or 
upset. She was gone from us in a way we had never seen before. Her thoughts no longer 
moved in recognizable lines. She would say things that seemed to come from a world only she 
could see, making connections we could not follow, frightened by realities we could not enter.  
 
We tried to reassure Arianna, but it was as if some terrible fog had descended between her 
and the rest of the world, and we were standing on the other side of it, calling her name. 
 
By the time I rode with her in the back of the ambulance from Omaha to Lincoln, where the 
nearest behavioral health bed was available, Melanie and I were terrified. This was the deep 
terror of looking at your child and realizing you do not know whether the person you have 
loved all her life will ever fully come back. 
 
“Given the timing with her brain surgery,” noted the behavioral health center psychiatrist, “her 
psychosis is very difficult to predict. It may gradually pass. But we also cannot rule out the 
possibility that this could be a long-term or even permanent condition.” 
 
Long-term. 
 
Permanent?   
 
My God, my God, why have you forsaken us?  
 
That’s what I remember praying under my breath when we heard those words.  
 
Was brain cancer not enough? Was it not enough that half the cancer was still inside her, waiting on a 
second surgery? Now her mind was gone too — and with it, her chance at another surgery. 
 
You’ve gone too far, God. You are only supposed to send people what they can handle. But now, just 
watch us as we break. 
 
The next day, I was scheduled to lead a worship retreat for over thirty people from around the 
country.  
 
We talked it over. “I should cancel,” I told Melanie. Eventually, we realized that there was 
nothing I could do for Arianna by staying. No visits were allowed for the first several days. 
Perhaps leading a retreat would take my mind off our predicament, at least a little. 
 
So I left. 
 
I have no idea how I made it through the first day of the retreat. All I recall is noticing a 
labyrinth as I drove into the retreat center, meeting the participants while struggling to appear 
“normal,” and having trouble sleeping that night. 
 
The next morning, I rose early, hoping to spend time in the labyrinth before continuing the 
retreat. My intention was to surrender to the reality our family faced. I had done it before. 
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Above the Bering Sea, with the airplane just seconds away from crashing, surrender had been 
the truest prayer I ever prayed: "Thank you. I'm ready." I could not imagine giving thanks this 
time. But I could surrender. I would walk the labyrinth, face the worst that could happen, and 
say yes to it. 
 
As I made my way around the labyrinth, I envisioned our lives ahead.  
 
How caring for Arianna would become our central focus. Even our vocation.  
 
How we would be called upon—daily—to orient our entire lives around whatever world 
Arianna was inhabiting that day. To calm fears we could not see. To answer questions that 
made no sense to us but were utterly real to her. To watch her constantly, sleep lightly, plan 
carefully, speak gently, and never fully relax. 
 
I imagined the three of us caught in an awkward, terrible dance, endlessly circling a black hole at 
the center of our family. Some days we might keep our balance. Other days, one of us would 
stumble, and the gravity of it would pull all three of us toward the dark. 
 
This was the future I was trying to accept: not Arianna’s death, but her endless disappearance. 
Her body still with us. Her face still beloved. Her voice still recognizable. But the daughter we 
knew always somewhere beyond reach, while Melanie and I spent the rest of our lives calling 
her name across the fog. 
 
As I envisioned this dismal dance, I found myself enacting it. Meandering, twisting, turning, 
moving outside the boundaries of the labyrinth’s clear path, arms outstretched, as if wrapped 
around Arianna and Melanie, just as our lives would do in the future. Having joined body and 
mind as I revolved around the labyrinth’s center, it all felt so real. So embodied.  
 
And, so not right. 
 
This is not right at all, I thought to myself.  
 
I came here to make peace with this, but I cannot. I will not. Not at Arianna’s expense. 
 
I stopped at the edge of the labyrinth’s center as if standing on the event horizon of a black 
hole, feeling the invitation to let go completely into the abyss. I paused there as I considered the 
consequences of what I was about to do.  
 
I gathered what courage I had, stepped inside, and silently screamed, “Noooooooooo!” with 
everything I had. I screamed with every ounce of my energy. Every gram of my will. Every atom 
of my body. Every whisper of my soul. “If ‘Thy will is to be done,’ then hear mine, too: This is 
not my will! I do not accept it.” 
 
Then I left. Exhausted. Stunned. Not knowing what had just happened there.  
 
Had I just transgressed God’s will, or given voice to it?  
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III. “Jesus, I have My Doubts” – musical interlude. Words and music: Jon Foreman; 
sung by Jared Fischer. 
 
IV. The Aftermath 
 
Twenty minutes after leaving the labyrinth, I was trying to collect myself enough to lead the 
second day of the retreat when my cell phone buzzed in my pocket.   
 
It was Melanie. 
 
“You’re not going to believe this,” she said. “I just got off the phone with the psychiatrist. 
They’re releasing Arianna this afternoon.” 
 
“What?” I protested.  “But we’re not even remotely ready to care for her in the state she’s in.” 
 
“No,” Melanie said, “that’s just it. They’re releasing Arianna because she’s no longer showing 
any sign of psychosis!”  
 
“How can this be?” I asked. 
 
“They aren’t sure why she came out of it so fast, either. They just know that they can’t keep 
her if she’s showing no sign of psychosis, so I’m heading to Lincoln to pick her up.” 
 
Then we fell silent. Neither of us could find words to describe all we felt in that moment. 
 
“It feels like a miracle,” I finally offered. 
 
“Yes, it does,” Melanie responded, having no idea of where I had just been or what I had just 
prayed. 
 
We both wanted to say more, but we both felt that saying more was saying less.  
 
V. The Rest of the Story 
 
Before I ever entered the labyrinth, Melanie had been following a thread of intuition. Something 
about the combination of medications felt wrong to her. She couldn’t let the feeling go. So she 
asked the behavioral health unit to take Arianna off the anti-seizure medication. Since she was 
being closely monitored, they agreed. 
 
Six months later, the very neurosurgeon who had performed Arianna’s surgery had gathered 
enough evidence from other patients to write a paper linking that particular medication 
combination — a steroid and an anti-seizure medication — to psychotic breaks. 
 
Was it my prayer? 
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 Was it Melanie’s intuition?  
 
Or was it the mystery of biology?  
 
My answer to these questions is:  
 

Sing to the LORD; 
    praise the LORD! 

For God has delivered the life of the needy 
    from the grip of psychosis. 

 
VI. The Invitation 
 
These bows that bring spiritual oxygen are not a technique. Surrender was the truest prayer I 
ever prayed over the Bering Sea — and the same surrender in the labyrinth would have 
abandoned Arianna. Gratitude can save us in one moment and become avoidance in another. 
What God asks each morning is not the correct prayer but the true one.  
 
The song Jared sang asked a question: Can you reach me here in the silence? Some of you have 
been asking that question far longer than twenty minutes. Jeremiah asked it for twenty years — 
and the city fell anyway, yet Scripture kept his prayer. The third bow belongs to you as much as 
it has ever belonged to me. 
 
First bow: We breathe in gratitude. Freely we have received. 
 
Second bow: We freely give. We breathe out gift and service to others. 
 
Third bow:  Between the exhale and the next breath, there is a moment when we have nothing 
left to give. We can only receive. So before you breathe again, listen. 
 
What is the prayer in you that has not yet been spoken? The small request. The plea for 
guidance. The grief. The protest. The “no” you have been swallowing for years. 
 
You do not have to make it pious. You only have to make it true. God would rather hear your 
truth than your silence. Breathe it in. 
 
 
 


