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Stuff happens.  I’m told that there is a more colloquial and 
perhaps descriptive way to say this, and that sometimes people say, 
“It hits the fan,” but I wouldn’t know much about that.  I do know, 
though, that stuff happens, and you know it too.  Sometimes it has 
nothing to do with you.  It just happens.  Other times it’s your fault. 

Your child comes in from the living room, “Mom, how much grape 
jelly is good for the carpet?” 

When Deanna was a toddler she came up to me to ask my 
permission to do something.  I think she wanted to play doctor, but I 
was busy and I didn’t really pay attention.  The next thing I knew she 
had red liquid Tylenol all over her face and clothes, and we were in an 
immediate panic calling the Poison Control Centre at Sick Kids. 

I’m sure most of you have computers?  If you do then you know 
that stuff happens.  In the early days of computers, if the power 
blinked before you saved and everything was lost.  There was no auto-
save then.  Or you press the wrong button like my sister-in-law did 
some years ago and lost a week’s worth of report card notes.  Or you 
thought you were doing one thing but you were actually doing 
something else, like I did some time ago.  I wanted to delete some 
files and keep others, and I did just the opposite. 

But I’m thinking really about more serious stuff, more hurtful and 
painful stuff, the stuff of life and death and grief that brings anguish to 
the heart.  Regardless of our age or station in life who hasn’t had stuff 
happen? 

In Steven Spielberg's classic 1975 movie, Jaws, Robert Shaw 
plays the rough, narrow-eyed shark fisherman named Quint and 
Richard Dreyfuss is the young oceanographer, Hooper.  One of the 
best scenes happens in the galley of Quint’s boat when he and Hooper 
are drinking apricot brandy and comparing scars. 

Quint asks Hooper to put a hand under his cap and feel the knot 
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there.  He says, “That came from Rocker Nolan in a St. Patty’s Day 
brawl in Boston.” 

Then Hooper shows a big scar on his arm and says, “Moray Eel!  
Bit right through my wet suit.” 

Quint rolls up his sleeve to show a mangled elbow he says he got 
in the semi-finals of an arm wrestling contest in Low Key Bar in San 
Francisco. 

Hooper pulls up his pants leg, revealing another scar, and says, 
“Bull Shark!  Scraped me when I was taking samples.” 

Quint matches the leg scar with one he attributes to a thresher 
shark tail. 

Both men finally burst into laughter, and Hooper says, “Okay.  
I've got one, the crème de la crème!  Right here,” pointing at his 
chest.  “Mary Ellen Moffatt - She broke my heart!” 

Who here hasn’t got scars when stuff happens?  Perhaps not 
scars on the body, but scars on the heart or the mind or the spirit.  I’m 
not talking about extraordinary scars but scars simply from the 
ordinary living of life.  Scars when serious stuff happens. 

What do you do when stuff happens?  Notice I said when, not if.  
Stuff always happens sooner or later. 

So what do we do?  People will often say things like, “This too 
shall pass.”  Or “Time heals.”  These affirmations, though, are only 
partly true.  It isn’t time that heals but what happens during that time. 

On my first pastoral charge, I knew a woman who often spoke 
about her late husband.  He had a heart attack while driving and 
crashed his car.  Whether he died of the heart attack or the accident 
was uncertain.  She spoke about it with the freshness of an oozing 
sore as if she was wounded yesterday.  He had died twenty-five years 
earlier. 

Time doesn’t heal by itself.  Sometimes when left alone we don’t 
heal at all and sometimes we just harden or the pain festers.  It takes 
something more than time. 

What do we do when stuff happens? 
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First of all, examine your attitude.  How you look at things makes 
a transforming difference. 

When I was a teenager a friend of mine didn’t seem to like 
parties.  “I won’t have a good time,” she would say.  Do you know 
what?  She was right.  No matter how much fun everyone else was 
having, she didn’t have a good time. 

A stranger came into town, looked around and walked to man 
sitting in front of the local general store.  “I’m thinking of moving to 
this town.  What are people like here?” 

“What were they like where you came from?” the man asked. 
“Oh, they were terrible,” the stranger replied.  “Mean-spirited, 

angry, rude, cruel, not nice people.” 
“Oh, they’re just like that here,” the man replied.  “Just like that.  

You won’t like it.” 
Another stranger came into town and he asked the same question 

of the man, “What are people like here?  I’m thinking about moving 
here.” 

“What were they like where you came from?” the man asked. 
“Wonderful,” he replied.  “Where I came from the people were 

warmhearted, kind, loving, wonderful people.” 
“You’re in luck,” the man told this stranger, “They’re just like that 

here.” 
Attitude.  How important attitude is to how we deal with life and 

the stuff that happens. 
Consider all the stuff that happened to this man:  defeated for 

the legislature, failed in business the following year, three years later 
suffered a nervous breakdown, seven years after that he was defeated 
in his nomination for Congress, eleven years later defeated for Senate, 
two years later defeated in his nomination for Vice-President.  What do 
you hear in this man’s life, failure and defeat, setbacks? 

Do you know what happened four years later?  He was elected 
President of the United States of America.  His name was Abraham 
Lincoln.  Who was better prepared for the defeats and setbacks that 
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battered and bruised his nation during the Civil War?  Other people 
might have collapsed under the ordeal.  Of himself, Lincoln said, “God 
selects his own instruments, and sometimes they are queer ones; for 
instance, he chose me to steer the ship through a great crisis.”i 

Stuff happens, but it’s what we do with it that’s important.  
Lincoln’s attitude, the attitude of faith is that there is no evil, no 
failure, no defeat, no setback, no stuff that cannot be made by God 
subservient to good. 

I’m sure you’ve heard the difference between a pessimist and an 
optimist.  The pessimist sees the glass half-empty and the optimist 
sees it half-filled. 

In many poor Christian communities in the world, people do not 
bemoan the fact that their cups are 99.9% empty.  They celebrate the 
0.1% they have.  They are grateful.  Their attitude isn’t a matter of 
optimism against pessimism.  It’s a matter of hope.  They believe 
against the grain.  They believe that God can use bad for good, that 
when stuff happens the situation can be transformed, and we can be 
transformed. 

When stuff happens, you can count on God no matter what. 
Think about the story of Joseph.  I’m sure many of you have seen 

the musical Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat.  It’s full 
of music and humour and fun.  But that isn’t how the story really was.  
Joseph’s story is full of betrayal and jealousy and pain and separation 
and distress.  Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt by his brothers, 
and when they showed up in Egypt seeking food in a time of famine, 
surely he would have been justified in penalizing them for what they 
did.  But when they come into his presence, and he recognizes them, 
he weeps.  Joseph weeps more in three chapters than anyone in the 
whole Bible.  Then when he reveals himself to his brothers in today’s 
reading he weeps again and says, “Do not be distressed, or angry with 
yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 
preserve life…So it was not you who sent me here, but God.”ii  That 
doesn’t mean that God inspired the brothers to kidnap Joseph or even 
approved of it, but it does mean that God turned it all around making 
it subservient to good.  Joseph could see the larger picture.  He was 
aware that a larger purpose was at work.iii 
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Think of the exile in Babylon.  Over 2600 years ago, the Hebrew 
people were defeated in battle and transported from Palestine into 
captivity in Babylon.  The prophet we know as Second Isaiah said to 
the people of Israel that they would be freed and they would return 
home.  How would that be?  How could that be?  Cyrus, king of Persia, 
would defeat the Babylonians, and he would let the Hebrew people go 
home.  Cyrus was no man of God, no righteous saviour, yet Second 
Isaiah calls him God’s anointed and God’s shepherd.iv  God turns 
Cyrus’ warfare and conquest around making it subservient to good 
leading to liberation. 

Think of Jesus, at Christmas born in a stable into poverty with 
unwed parents.v  At the beginning of his ministry, his townsfolk chased 
him out of town and tried to kill him.vi  His disciples failed to 
understand his message.  One of them denied him three times.vii  
Another betrayed him.viii  They all fell away.  Failure after failure.  Then 
came the ultimate failure, execution and death on the day we call 
Good Friday. 

But it is Good Friday because God turns even death around and 
uses it for good, for through the resurrection on Easter came our 
ultimate liberation, our freedom, uniting us with our brothers and 
sisters, renewing our lives in the present and giving us hope for the 
future. 

In The Shawshank Redemption Tim Robbin’s character, Andy 
Dufresne is thrown into the cooler in prison after raising the issue of a 
new trial.  He says, “I guess it comes down to this:  Get busy dying, or 
get busy living.” 

Isn’t that the issue for us too?  We need to make a choice between 
giving up and getting busy dying because of the stuff that happens, or 
living in spite of it and by the grace of God overcoming it. 

In Ann Lamott’s novel Crooked Little Heart, Elizabeth, a main 
character, tries to rebuild her life after the tragic accidental death of 
her husband Andrew.  She remarries and tries to raise her daughter 
Rosie.  But she has never completely given up grieving.  She has not 
fully invested herself into her new marriage to James, nor has she 
reinvested in life. 
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Near the end of the book, she begins to come to life again, to say 
goodbye to the past in order to live in the present, to put the stuff 
behind her.  Her best girlfriend, Rae, a new convert to Christ gives her 
this advice, “I keep trying to do what Wendell Berry said.”  “What’s 
that?” Elizabeth asks.  “Practice resurrection.”ix 

The complete quotation is this: 
So friends, every day do something 
That won’t compute.  Love the Lord. 
Love the world.  Work for nothing. 
Take all that you have and be poor. 
Love someone who does not deserve it. 
Ask questions that have no answers. 
Invest in the millennium.  Plant sequoias. 
Practice resurrection.x 

Stuff happens, so what do you do?  Change your attitude to one 
of faithful hope.  Trust God to make the stuff subservient to good.  Get 
busy living, and practice resurrection. 

So may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 
                                            
i Mark Link, You – Prayer for Beginners and Those Who Have Forgotten How (Argus, 1976) p. 28. 
ii Genesis 45: 5, 8. 
iii Cf. Walter Brueggemann, ”Taking a Second, Painful Look,” The Threat of Life (Augsburg, 1996) 
pp. 9-16. 
iv Isaiah 44: 1, 44: 28. 
v Matthew 1: 18-25; Luke 1: 26-38, 2: 1-7. 
vi Luke 4: 16-30. 
vii Peter, see Matthew 26: 34, 69-75; Mark 14: 30, 66-72; Luke 22: 34, 54-62; John 13: 38, 18: 
15-27. 
viii Judas Iscariot, see Matthew 26: 14-16, 47-50; Mark 14: 10, 43-46; Luke 22: 3-6, 47-53; John 
13: 2, 18: 1-5. 
ix Ann Lamott, Crooked Little Heart (Pantheon, 1997) p. 287. 
x Wendell Berry, “Manifesto:  The Mad Farmer Liberation Front,” Collected Poems (North Point 
Press, 1984), pp. 151-2. 


