
    
      “I know pain, inside and out. I live intimately with its brutal assault, and at times it almost convinces me that all hope is lost. That’s when I reach out for the kind of rock-solid hope that is able to survive the worst of times. Honestly, it’s there. It’s available. And it’s meant for you. Ray Ortlund tenderly explains how to find and embrace it in his excellent book Good News at Rock Bottom. I love Ray’s style of writing—always accessible, believable, and gentle on the heart. The book you hold in your hands is extraordinary, and I envision that, by the last page, you will find the hope-filled release and relief you are yearning for.”

      Joni Eareckson Tada, Founder and CEO, Joni and Friends International Disability Center

      “Simeon had been waiting for the consolation of Israel, but what he found was Jesus (Luke 2:25), and that consolation from Christ soaks every page of this book. With understanding and tenderness, Ray Ortlund draws us back again and again to the all-sufficiency and matchless compassion of Christ. This is pastoral theology at its best—real, biblical, and deeply comforting.”

      Sam Allberry, Associate Pastor, Immanuel Nashville; author, One with My Lord

      “Whenever I feel I’m hitting rock bottom, Ray Ortlund is one of the first people I call. He doesn’t cheerily wave away pain. He’s seen what lurks in the darkness. Yet I always walk away hopeful and grateful and feeling alive again. That’s because he knows the light that shines in the darkness. Reading this piercing book, you will experience the counsel of one who knows how bad it can get and who can help you see how good it can be.”

      Russell Moore, Editor in Chief, Christianity Today; author, Losing Our Religion: An Altar Call for Evangelical America 

      “Ray Ortlund writes these words as a friend in the trenches with you, desperately needing God to be who he says he is in Isaiah 57:15. The night before I read this book, I was kept awake by loneliness, guilt, shame, and fear. The night after I read this, I was kept awake by the impossibility of processing how much God loves me. Good News at Rock Bottom was a love letter directly from God to me, through Ray. Trust me, read this! I’m already reading it again, with my wife and kids!”

      Walker Hayes, singer; songwriter

      “This gospel-saturated book has been so encouraging to me! I found myself nodding on every page as Ray Ortlund describes the pain of betrayal, the isolation of loneliness, the separation of sin, and the beautiful way God draws near to the brokenhearted. Ortlund underscores and illuminates this stunning truth: When we reach rock bottom, we find God is closer than we ever imagined and better than we ever dreamed. I highly recommend this book!”

      Vaneetha Rendall Risner, author, Desperate for Hope and Walking through Fire

    

  
    
      For thus says the One who is high and lifted up,

      who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy:

      “I dwell in the high and holy place,

      and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit,

      to revive the spirit of the lowly,

      and to revive the heart of the contrite.”

      Isaiah 57:15
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      Lonely

      I remember lying in bed at night as a boy, staring out the window at the leaves on a tree in the moonlight—wondering if I was insane. Our family had moved from rural New York to urban California. For me, it was a move from a relaxed and friendly youth culture to an intense and competitive youth culture. It was bewildering. I wondered, “Why don’t the kids at school like me? Maybe I’m crazy. I sure feel crazy. That must be it. That’s why they don’t like me. I’m not normal.”

      One Sunday some friends of my parents came over for lunch after church. The husband was a psychiatrist. That scared me. I wondered, “Is he going to notice? Will he discover my secret?” Which really was crazy—but not in a clinical sense. I was just lonely.

      Naturally, I was with people every day. But “loneliness is not solitude. Solitude requires being alone, whereas loneliness shows itself most sharply in company with others.”1

      Maybe you’re thinking, “Ray, did you talk to your dad about it? He would have helped.” He would have! He was a wonderful father. But I was too immature even to think of that. So I just kept on. And it wasn’t until high school that I began to think I finally belonged. That felt good. But I wish I’d gotten there years before.

      This chapter is about loneliness. It’s some of our deepest sadness. But the Lord is right there too. “He leads us by ways we could not have guessed, into situations we never expected, to fulfill purposes we never could have imagined”2—even in the loneliness of our busy schedules, our frequent moves, and our lost friendships. But this hard journey is his journey for us. He is with us in our real lives.

      Thus far we’ve thought about what it’s like to be betrayed by others, and what it’s like to be trapped in our own sins. But if there is any experience that qualifies as rock bottom, it’s loneliness. We can be so grateful that God assures us,

      I dwell . . . 

      with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit. (Isa. 57:15)

      How the Word “with” Matters

      David French, writing in The New York Times, makes a bold claim: “The longer we march through these anxious, sad and divided times, the more I’m convinced that the bigger story, the story behind the story of our bitter divisions and furious conflicts, is our loss of belonging, our escalating loneliness.”3

      He’s right. It’s one thing to find ourselves down where we never dreamed we’d go, where devastation is our new reality, with permanently life-altering repercussions—and suddenly our lives look like Berlin in 1945, with bombed-out rubble and smoking ruins. But if, down there, we are also friendless, misjudged, stigmatized, unsupported—well, there is a reason the worst punishment is called “solitary confinement.” Loneliness is hellish torment.

      But God sees us. God cares about us as we lie in bed at night and stare out the window at the leaves on a tree, wondering why the kids at school don’t like us, wondering if we’re crazy.

      To people like us, the little word “with” is worth a lot: “. . . and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit.” That word is perfect for lonely people. It declares God’s presence, his nearness, his loyalty, his advocacy, his solidarity right where we need him. He isn’t off at a distance, detached like the Greek gods up on Mount Olympus. He isn’t even with us but holding his nose, looking around for an exit strategy.

      Thanks to the atoning blood of Christ and the presence of the Spirit, the high and holy one dwells with us, in our midst, even in our mess (Lev. 16:16). Down here at rock bottom, he is bringing all that he is to all that we need. He could not bear to see us suffering alone. He will never leave us nor forsake us (Heb. 13:5). He keeps saying, “Fear not, for I am with you” (Isa. 41:10).

      As we have seen, Isaiah 57:15 is a royal proclamation. The King of kings, the high and holy one, promises his presence down with his people in their most extreme need. The scholars writing on Isaiah help us feel the force of our Lord’s strong assertion.

      Matthew Henry, in the eighteenth century, wrote, “He that dwells in the highest heavens dwells in the lowest hearts, and inhabits sincerity as surely as he inhabits eternity. In these he delights.”4 Franz Delitzsch, in the nineteenth century, put it beautifully:

      The Holy One is also the Merciful One. . . . The heaven of heavens is not too great for him, and a human heart is not too small for him to dwell in. He who dwells among the praises of the seraphim does not scorn to dwell among the sighs of a poor human soul.5

      My friend John Oswalt, writing in the twentieth century, says it this way: “He offers life to those from whom the life has been all but crushed out; he offers life to those whose spirit has been ground down to nothing. They need not be captive to their sin and shame.”6

      Our tenderhearted King knows that being alone at rock bottom is unspeakably painful. He has a vivid personal memory of it from that day on his cross when he said, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). He understands. That’s why it’s so important to him to stay with us.

      Not everyone does stick around. Some people we thought were friends just aren’t there for us, when everything is on the line. And that’s when rock bottom is more than just sad. It’s terrifying. To be discarded and forgotten, canceled and deleted—our sense of worth shatters. We realize, “They never were my friends. I never understood what was really going on. How could I have been so blind?” Yet all the while, their happy parade continues moving on down the street, the trumpets blaring and the drums beating, as if we never even existed. Because we didn’t. Not to them. Not really. And then we think, “I won’t make that mistake twice!” We withdraw into ourselves. It feels safe. But in truth, the word for that feeling is temptation. We are being tempted to shut God out.

      What Is a Friend?

      So let’s back up and ask, What is a real friend? Answer: an honest-to-goodness friend is all in.

      Historian Donald Miller explains the strong bonds of comradeship among the American airmen fighting during World War II. It wasn’t hatred for the enemy but love for one another that forged their solidarity. Here is a real-life example from a bomber crew:

      Before going into combat, the four sergeants made a pact that if one of them got into a tight spot the others would not abandon him, “no matter what.” Weeks later, when their plane was shredded by flak, the pilot ordered everyone to bail out. The top turret gunner, who had not entered the pact, parachuted out of the plane and later reported what happened before he jumped. Enemy shrapnel had jammed the release mechanism of the ball turret, trapping the gunner in his Plexiglas bubble. Unable to extricate him, the other three gunners, all of them uninjured, told their trapped friend that they would die with him. And they did.7

      True friendship is not a cost-benefit calculation. It is personal commitment, even when everything falls apart—especially when everything falls apart. Isn’t that the best part of friendship? We might forget that happy Fourth of July cookout with friends last year. But we will never forget the night they rushed to the hospital after our terrible car wreck, how they stayed with us through the ordeal. And God is like that. He is all in with you, as your closest friend, at all times.

      If God liked you except when your life implodes, then God would be one of those false friends who walk away when staying true to you starts costing them. But God is steady, loyal, faithful. The Bible even says he abounds in “steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6). He is like “Old Faithful” at Yellowstone National Park, gushing with affection for you. He is like the surf off the coast of Southern California, where I grew up. I can still see those waves rolling in 24/7, sent from storms thousands of miles away and from earth tremors down at the ocean’s floor. We didn’t cause those waves. All we did was surf them. And God’s heart moves that way toward you. You don’t cause his love. Your part is to enjoy his love. He is with the lowly and the contrite, and he is with you.

      Yes, rock bottom is not where we ever wanted to go. But it can be hard to find Jesus anywhere else.

      For though the Lord is high, he regards the lowly,

      but the haughty he knows from afar. (Ps. 138:6)

      Another translation reads, “but he keeps his distance from the proud” (NLT). Thank you, Rock Bottom, for shattering our pride and opening our hearts to Jesus. Malcolm Muggeridge vividly described that kind of moment:

      In the gathering darkness every glimmer of light has finally flickered out, it’s then that Christ’s hand reaches out sure and firm. Then Christ’s words bring their inexpressible comfort, then his light shines brightest, abolishing the darkness forever.8

      It gets even better. By the grace of Christ, others around you will also prove to be true friends. They will be his gift to you, and you to them. Their presence with you will bring his presence to you.

      This is why Shakespeare wisely counseled us,

      Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,

      grapple them unto thy soul with hoops of steel!9

      Never let go of your friends—including Christ. Your faith will be mixed with doubts at times. Whose isn’t? But as you lose some false beliefs along the way, don’t lose Christ too. Grapple him, and your other true friends, to your soul with hoops of steel!

      Our Lonely World Today Is Not Normal

      So, back to our topic: loneliness. One of the ironies of our times is how “connected” we are and simultaneously how lonely we are. Let’s not assume that our moment in time is an improvement on the past. Let’s not assume that our world today is even normal.

      Jani and I lived in Scotland in the 1980s. The headmaster of our children’s school had grown up on a remote island off the west coast of Scotland back in the 1950s. Only a few hundred people lived on that island. He described it to me one day—how the people had to stick together in order just to survive.

      For example, every morning the men would do chores on their own crofts. Then at eleven they would meet in the church for “Parliament,” where together they decided what they would do with the rest of their workday. They might shear sheep or harvest a crop or fish out at sea. But they worked together. They literally could not launch their fishing boats from the beach out into the ocean and then return them onto the beach without helping each other.

      After work, they spent their evenings visiting one another in their homes, walking from house to house to enjoy conversation. No one locked their doors. They didn’t even knock. They’d open the door, stick their heads in and say, “Hello, we’re here!” The whole island was a big family. Friends and neighbors would come in and take a seat and sip whiskey and enjoy a good talk right through the evening. Many of the
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