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In the summer of 1985 I was an all-around goofball, working in youth ministry as the director of Young 
Life in my little town of Holland, Michigan, taking classes at Western Theological Seminary, and engaged 
to a beautiful young woman named Gretchen. Gretchen was vibrant and healthy—she’d been an 
aerobics instructor—and miraculously had agreed to marry me. 

One July day that summer Gretchen had a massive stroke. 

I was housesitting for some friends and taking care of not only the house but their teenage son as well. 
On this particular day, Gretchen had agreed to make us some tacos for dinner, and Craig the teenager 
and I were both sacked out on couches in their living room, mostly asleep while Harry Carey droned on 
about the Cubs in the background. Gretchen came in and we hardly moved, giving her a hard time about 
waking us up. She left to go to the bathroom and a couple seconds later she said, “Jeff, come here,” 
which was an unusual request, and to this day I am glad, in spite of all the joking around we’d been 
involved in a few moments earlier, that I got up and went to her. She was standing in the bathroom and 
said to me, “Something’s wrong.” Some drool was coming out of the left side of her mouth and her face 
was starting to seize up into tics on the right. I asked if she could walk to me and she tried to take a step 
and fell towards me. 

The next minutes were frantic. The left side of her body was paralyzed and she went into full blown 
seizures on her right. There is much I could tell about what happened next: how I drove about 70 miles 
an hour down a residential street to get to the hospital which was only a couple of blocks away, and 
how when I got Gretchen into the hospital she was slumped into a wheelchair on her left side while her 
right arm and leg flailed out of control and the emergency room nurse looked at her and said, “Is this 
normal behavior for her,” and I almost completely lost it, but there is one thing in particular that 
happened that night that I want to focus on. 

Once in the hospital I called one friend and he called a number of other people and before long the 
emergency waiting area filled with concerned people. As we sat the adrenaline that was fueling me 
began to wear off and I started thinking about our future. I didn’t know if Gretchen was going to live or 
die. If she did live, I wondered what sort of person she was going to be. How much would her body 
recover? How much would her brain recover? I started wondering if we were still going to get married. 
As all these thoughts began to cascade over me, I started to cry. 

I was sitting between two friends, both of them men older than me whom I respected a great deal. One 
of them noticed I was crying and put his hand on my shoulder. I imagined he was about to speak some 
fatherly words of wisdom and comfort. Instead he said, “Don’t do that. Get a hold of yourself. She needs 
you to be strong. Be strong. Don’t cry.” 



In one way, my friend was right. Gretchen would need me to be strong in ways I could never imagine. 
But in every other way he was wrong. The way forward is always somehow through the pain, never 
around it or pretending it isn’t there. 

But I took his advice. I stopped crying. I steeled myself. I stopped feeling. I buried my pain. 

My friend gave bad advice, but he was only trying to say what he thought was the right thing to do in 
the moment. I’m the one who took it. And I’m the one who has lived with the consequences. For years 
afterward, I didn’t feel anything. I couldn’t feel anything. I was numb. 

Gretchen had a very long recovery. She was still in the hospital when we got married – we were married 
on a weekend pass on a Friday night and I had to take her back to the hospital on Sunday. She couldn’t 
walk when we got married. She spent about two months in the hospital, and then a year in outpatient 
therapy after that. It was over a year before she could return to work and five years before she could 
drive. Along the way we had two high risk pregnancies and she gave birth to our daughter and son. I 
struggled to feel anything. 

My life changed one day when I was in a bookstore, almost seven years after Gretchen’s stroke. I saw a 
new book called The Clown in the Belfry by Frederick Buechner, who had become a favorite author of 
mine. I’d first read Buechner in seminary, and found his books were often funny and always lively and 
interesting and profound. I read everything by Buechner I came across. As a matter of fact, Frederick 
Buechner has had such a profound impact on me I wrote a book about him that I hope you’ll stay and 
learn more about during the education hour. 

On the day I saw The Clown and the Belfry, I opened it and found an essay entitled “Adolescence and the 
Stewardship of Pain.” I was still working for Young Life, and also teaching a Youth Ministry class at Hope 
College, so the idea of reading Buechner on adolescence intrigued me. Stewardship, on the other hand, 
was one of those stuffy Christian words that didn’t interest me at all. But I sat down and read the essay, 
and reading Buechner that day really did give me my life back. 

Buechner plays with one of Jesus’ parables from Matthew 25, known as the parable of the talents, the 
familiar parable we read earlier, where a man goes away on a journey and gives his servants different 
parts of his property to manage in his absence. The parable calls these property shares “talents.” To one 
his gives ten talents, to one he gives five, and to one he gives one—to each, Jesus says, according to his 
ability. 

I have heard dozens of sermons about this parable, and I bet you have too. Most sermons interpret it 
financially. It’s always about getting the most out of what you’re given. Buechner’s interpretation rocked 
my world. What if, he suggests, instead of money, we think of pain as something we’re given to be a 
steward of in this world? 

Here’s how Buechner puts it:  

What the parable is essentially about, and the question the parable poses is, what we do with 
these mixed lives we are given, with these hands we are so unevenly dealt … how do we get the 



most out of what we are so variously and hair-raisingly given? It is the pain we are given that 
interests me the most here and that I suspect must have interested Jesus too because God 
knows he was dealt plenty of it himself during his thirty some years on the planet. Two of the 
servants do one thing with it and the third servant … takes what he is given–for our purposes let 
us focus particularly on the pain he is given–and buries it. He takes it and hides it in a hole in the 
ground and thereby, I would suggest, becomes the blood brother and soul mate of virtually 
every one of us at one time or another …. “I was afraid” is what the third servant says … and he 
had good reason to be. We all of us have good reason to be afraid … Life is hard as well as 
marvelous. Hard and terrible things happen to us in this world which calls us to be strong and 
brave and wise, to be heroes when it is all we can do just to keep our heads above water. So we 
dig the hole in the ground, in ourselves, in our busyness or wherever else we dig it, and hide the 
terrible things in it, which is another way of saying that we hide ourselves from the terrible 
things … I think that what the parable means is that the buried pain in particular and all the 
other things we tend to bury along with pain, including joy, which tends to get buried too when 
we start burying things, that the buried life is itself darkness and wailing and gnashing of teeth 
and the one who casts us into it is no one other than ourselves. 

Those words hit me hard. He was writing about me? How could Frederick Buechner, whom I had never 
met, know so much about me? The tears I had swallowed years earlier came back in full force. I cried 
and cried. What a remarkable insight—to imagine that pain is one of the things we’re given to be 
stewards of, and that to bury it is the temptation we always face—and maybe at times the only way to 
survive—but in the long run not a way to live. 

Buechner is right. There really are two options for what to do with the pain in our lives. One option is to 
bury it, the other is to somehow become a good steward of it. When we become good stewards of our 
pain, Buechner says, we stand a chance of finding out we aren’t alone in our pain, we discover that pain 
is a universal human experience, and, as Buechner says elsewhere, the story of one of us is in a sense 
the story of all of us. To be a steward of your pain means moving out of shallowness with each other 
into depth in our relationships. It doesn’t mean that we talk about our pain all the time, it’s just that we 
talk with each other from the depths of it. 

I don’t really know you. This isn’t my church. But in a sense I know everything about you. Life has 
happened here. Life has happened to you. It happens to all of us. One of the first times that I ever 
shared this story with a group of people a man followed me into the restroom to tell me about the 
death of his young daughter. I’ve heard stories of brain tumors, depressed and dying spouses, leukemia, 
and troubled marriages. There is an incredible amount of pain in the world. 

So I must ask you, do you see life, in all its complexity, in its pain and in its joy—as God’s great gift, put 
into your trust, not just for your own sake but also for the sake of others? What have you done with the 
pain, the hurt, the trauma, the setbacks, the dreams that have died, the tragic memories, the secret 
fears, the unspoken loneliness, the unspeakable things of your life? Have you simply tried to bury them? 
Or are you somehow a steward of these things. To bury your pain is to bury your life, and as you put it 
into the ground your soul withers and diminishes. You find yourself profoundly alone. You find yourself 



less human than when you started. To be a steward of your pain is to take the risk of openness and the 
risk of love. In the process we discover three things are true: 

Pain is universal. 

Giving ourselves permission to feel and acknowledge our pain is liberating. 

And in the Christian story, pain is never the whole story or the end of the story. 

Because the Christian story is good news, there is a great temptation for us to skip the bad news and go 
straight to the good news. But as I said earlier, the way forward is always somehow through the pain, 
never around it or pretending it isn’t there 

The Christian story, the story of Jesus, is a story of great pain. Think of Jesus on the cross, giving his life 
for the world. Surely he bore our grief. He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our 
iniquities, and by his wounds we are healed. Remember how the old hymn put it: 

See from his head, his hands, his feet, 
Sorrow and love flow mingled down. 
Did e’er such love and sorrow meet? 
Or thorns compose so rich a crown. 
 
That place where sorrow and love meet is the place Frederick Buechner writes about. It’s the place my 
good friend Roger finds himself most of the time. It’s a place of great pain, yet pain isn’t the whole story. 
Death isn’t the end of Jesus, resurrection is. As Christians, we believe the resurrection of Jesus Christ is 
the defining moment of human history. If Jesus rose from the dead, then life is a more powerful force 
than death, love is a more powerful force than hate, redemption is more powerful than destruction, 
hope is more powerful than despair, and our futures are secure. The resurrection means that NOTHING 
can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. It means what is broken on earth will be restored in 
heaven. It means, to quote Frederick Buechner yet again, that what’s lost is nothing to what’s found, 
and all the death that ever was, set next to life, would scarcely fill a cup. 
 
Gretchen and I know a couple named James and Laura who have had the unthinkable happen to them. 
They lost their youngest child Luke a little over two years ago to cancer. It’s a terrible thing for parents 
to outlive a child, and Luke died slowly when he was 16. One of the truths you learn as a pastor is that 
dying isn’t the same thing as death. Death often comes as a relief, while dying can be long and slow and 
very painful. Luke demonstrated incredible faith during his long journey to death. In an effort to try and 
save his life, he had a leg amputated at one point, and as you might know, in those situations the 
hospital gives you a Sharpie and asks you to mark the leg they’re supposed to take off so they don’t 
make a mistake. Luke wrote out Romans 8:18 on his leg before the amputation. Do you know that 
verse? Here’s what it says: “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing 
to the glory about to be revealed to us.” 

About two weeks before he died, Luke was at Timberwolf Lake, the Young Life camp in Northern 
Michigan. He was among a group of young people who were doing what they called “Flash 
Testimonies,” where they take a piece of cardboard and write sort of a before and after statement on 



each side of the cardboard that is their witness to their life in Christ. Luke, standing on one leg, near 
death, stood in front of group of his peers who all knew he was dying, and held up a piece of cardboard 
that said, “Broken on earth.” When he flipped it over, it said, “Made whole in heaven.” 

It’s a mistake to pretend that what happened to Luke isn’t heartbreaking and horrible. It’s a mistake to 
gloss over it and not feel the tremendous weight of it. Yet it’s also a mistake to pretend that what 
happened to Luke is hopeless. Pain isn’t the end of the story. It wasn’t the end of the story for Gretchen 
and my life together. It wasn’t the end of the story for Luke. And it wasn’t the end of the story for Jesus. 
My great hope is that you wouldn’t bury your pain, but open yourself to it, and learn to live and love 
each other from the depths of it. My great hope is that when you see each other, you might be aware of 
each other’s burdens. My great hope is that you would see your life, for better and worse, as God’s 
great gift, put into your trust, not just for yourself but for each other. My great hope is that as you carry 
your cross, for the sake of Christ and for the sake of each other, you all would be able to testify that we 
are broken on earth and that one day we’ll be made whole in heaven when we hear the words “Well 
done, good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your master.” 

AMEN 


