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Starting her car, driving away from the nursing home, getting on with her life, Betsy breathes a sigh of relief.  But shame runs right on the heels of that relief.  She adores her grandfather, “Pops,” as she’s always called him.  And she knows he won’t be around much longer.  But seeing him no longer the Pops who used to play silly games with her, and was so strong, and who could fix most anything, seeing him no longer the Pops she turned to as a teenager who’s heart needed fixing after some boy had broken it, seeing him no longer the Pops who was so proud when she graduated from college and who danced at her graduation party, seeing him wasting away in that nursing home is so hard.  She goes to visit him, but she never stays long.  She find reasons, legitimate reasons, to cut the visits short.  The excuse she used today, the errand she told him she had to run, really, it didn’t have to be done immediately.  But it got her out of there without really lying.  Driving away, there’s relief but also shame, including some shame about feeling relieved.

Betsy needs someone to talk to, someone who won’t judge her, someone who understands grief, someone who’ll listen and understand and care and give her emotional support.  But Betsy won’t ask for that support, won’t ask anybody to help her.


It seems that a lot of us are a lot like Betsy; we, too, don’t ask for help.  Maybe we’re afraid we’ll look like Pauline.  Pauline:  she’s that woman who speaks in a little girl’s voice, which communicates the message, “I need somebody to take care of me, somebody who’ll cuddle me and coddle me and help me with everything.”  For some reason or another, Pauline has never grown up, never taken responsibility for her own life.  Stuck in childish dependency, she’s forever asking for help.  Pauline can just flat wear you out with her neediness.  Maybe we “Betsys” are afraid that if we ask for help, we’ll look like Pauline, and so, we go way, way over to the other extreme, very, very reluctant to let people know that we need anything, very, very, very reluctant to ask for help.

The Wednesday afternoon group has been talking about that reluctance to ask for help.  Because being with that group is a safe place to be, where thoughts can be voiced without fear of judgment and real feelings can be expressed, the group members have been talking candidly about why they may be reluctant to ask for help.

“I’m afraid I’ll inconvenience someone,” somebody said.  “I don’t want to be a bother or a burden.”  Somebody else said, “It would feel like I’m being lazy, not pulling my own weight.”

Somebody else said, “I was raised to be independent, to pull myself up by my own bootstraps.  Asking for help would make me feel like a failure.”  Somebody else said, “I would feel like I must have done something wrong; otherwise, I wouldn’t need help.”  Somebody else said, “I asked for emotional support, for help when I was a child, and I didn’t get it, and I don’t want to be disappointed again.”  Somebody else said, “Sometimes I don’t feel worthy of help.”
I listened to what they were saying, and then I posed to the group a fill-in-the-blank statement which went something like this:  “I don’t want to ask for help because people would think I’m ________.”  I knew what word I myself would use to fill in that blank, and I wondered if any of them would choose that same word, and a bunch of them did.  Maybe it’s the word some of you would choose, too.  It seems that many of would say, “I don’t want to ask for help because people would think I’m weak.”

We absolutely do not want to appear weak, as if weakness were somehow bad, wrong, even sinful.  So, when weak is what we feel, many of us will go way out of our way to hide it.  We’ll put on the proverbial happy face, claim that we’re “just fine,” determined to project this persona of someone who’s got it all together, who’s strong, self-confident, capable of leaping tall buildings in a single bound.  And isn’t that silly?

Despite what I may try to project, you know that I’m not superwoman.  Do I really think I can fool you?  And I know that you aren’t supermen or superwomen either.  You and I are ordinary human beings, all of us sometimes weak, all of us sometimes needing help.  That’s just the way it is, part of being human.

We prefer, you and I, to be the helpers.  We don’t like it when the shoe is on the other foot and we have to be the helpee.  But all of us human beings need help sometimes.  So, feeling bad about needing help, thinking that you ought to be able to rise above your own humanness, that’s just plain stupid.  And not asking for help, to get the help you need, that can cause damage, to you, maybe to someone else.  We Christians certainly need to ask for help.  We, who indeed are called to be helpers, we must get the help we need, lest our own problems weigh us down and diminish the energy we need for helping others.  If we want to live as Christians, if we want to walk that sacred path well, if we want to be able fully to love others, we have to love ourselves enough to ask for help.
“Ask,” Jesus said, “and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.”  But, Ilene, you say, he’s talking about asking God for help; what does that have to do with asking other people to help you?”

Well, think about the way we receive God’s help.  Usually, it isn’t zapped down, direct from God to you, is it?  A miracle is involved but usually it comes through other people, and looking back afterwards, you see those people with amazement, as beautiful as angels, whose gifts of grace were exactly what you needed, whose help made such a difference in your life.
But angels sent to help are still human beings.  They have grace gifts, which could provide the help you need.  But they’re still human beings, who can’t read your mind, can’t give you help if they don’t know what you need.  You know, sometimes we complain that our prayers weren’t answered.  You prayed for help and no help came.  But it did; the angels were right there.  Of course, help came.  Remember, a long time ago, Jesus spoke the promise of God to help – “Ask, and it will be given to you” - and when God promises something, that promise is always fulfilled.  You asked God for help, the angels were right there.  But you didn’t tell them what you needed, didn’t ask for help, and since these human angels couldn’t read your mind, they didn’t know that you were the one they’d been sent to help divinely.

So Jesus says, “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.”  It’ll happen, and several weeks ago some of us saw it happen.

We actually saw it with our own eyes, someone getting touched by God’s grace through human angels who were immediately right there with her, when she spoke her need for help.  It happened a few weeks ago, while the Wednesday group was together.  We’d come to that time when prayers are voiced, for ourselves and others.  Sharon Wallace told us what she wanted us to pray with her and for her, and what happened next, it’s really Sharon’s story, but she’s given me permission to tell it to you.
Sharon is on the waiting list for a heart transplant.  She’s been told that when a heart is available, she’ll receive a telephone call, and she’ll have ten minutes to make her decision about receiving that heart.  For lots of reasons, it is not an easy decision to make, as you can imagine.  But a few weeks ago, that telephone call came, at 1:00 in the morning, and it rattled Sharon, but she pulled her thoughts together, and finally said “No,” because, as she told us, she didn’t yet have a support network in place.
She told us that, should she decide to receive the new heart she needs, she’s going to need someone who’s available immediately to take her to the hospital.  And while she’s in the hospital, she’ll need someone to take care of her cat.  And after she comes back home, she’ll need people to bring her meals, provide transportation, run errands, do some household chores.

She told us about the help she needed, and it began to happen, the miracle.  Something stirred inside me, and I said, “Sharon, I want to write my name and phone number on a piece of paper you can keep beside your bed, so that if the call comes in the middle of the night, and you’re rattled, you can call me and I’ll pray with you.”  And whatever was stirring in me was also stirring in everybody else in the room.  Somebody immediately said, “I want to put my name and phone number on the paper, too; I’ll take care of your cat.”  And then immediately somebody else said, “I want my name and number there, too; I can bring food.”  And, one by one, every single person in the room added his or her name and phone number.
We told her not to worry about her cat or about anything she’ll need afterwards.  “We’re going to help you, and there are lots of others in this church who’ll want to help you, too.”  Later, Sharon told me that she was just bowled over by what happened, that she could be so loved with so many offers of help.

Well, the Madison Square church family is full of angels.  Thing is, Sharon hadn’t realized that.  And that got all of us to wondering:  are there others in our church family who don’t know that real help is available right here?

See, Kenny and I are called to let God’s grace flow through us to you.  But it’s not just Kenny and I.  We have the most wonderful group of deacons, who’ve been specially trained to help you in all sorts of ways, whether it’s praying with you, or being a sounding board for you, or bringing you food when you’re laid up.  One or more of them is always available; they, too, have been called to let God’s grace flow through them to you.  And it’s not just the deacons either:  this place is full of angels.

But, some of us have some unlearning to do.  We need to unlearn that debilitating attitude, that it’s bad to be weak, bad to need assistance, bad to ask for help.  And some of us need to do some spiritual growing.  We’ll be talking about that next Sunday, the spiritual growth which may be needed in your life as a Christian, so you can hear those words of Jesus singing in your own heart and know the truth, that these words aren’t just for others.  They are singing to you:  “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.”
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