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“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”  This saying I heard long ago, has taken on more and more truth as the years have passed.  Even if we are not in the midst of a current storm of suffering, we have been there, or will be, or we know someone who is.  But I doubt that any of us ever considered boasting about our sufferings – complaining, maybe – but not boasting, or as some translations say, rejoicing, or celebrating.  We generally consider suffering something to be avoided, not embraced with joy.
   The Apostle Paul writes to a community that has known its share of suffering at the hands of Rome, and even within its own ranks.  What is the comfort, the reassurance he offers to them, and to us?
   Paul declares that we stand in a sphere of new life, a sphere of God’s continuing love, a divine reality that surrounds us every moment of every day.
   A lot of theology is packed into these few verses, but we short change Paul, and ourselves, if we approach this text as merely an intellectual argument.  Rather, these verses hold within them a mystery that changes how we think of God and ourselves and our human condition.  It is not theory that Paul writes about, but real life.  
   Suffering, Paul contends, is not meaningless, but can contribute to the maturing and strengthening of human character.  Nowhere does he suggest that God causes suffering, but asserts that in all things, even suffering, God works for good “for those who love God.” (Romans 8:28)
   Finding that ‘good’ requires eyes to see.  In her book, An Altar in the World, Barbara Brown Taylor says that there is more to life than meets the eye, and we are longing for that more.  People travel all around the world looking for this ‘more.’  “The last place most people look is right under their feet, in the everyday activities, accidents, and encounters of their lives.  The reason so many of us cannot see the red X that marks the spot is because we are standing on it.”  
   When I think about living in God’s grace, I imagine myself submerged in water, surrounded by a new reality.  And then I imagine myself floating on the water, totally at rest, without effort, supported and carried by the buoyancy of the divine sphere of God’s love.  We don’t ‘find’ that grace.  God’s grace finds us – and X marks the spot – here and now.  Because we have peace with God, we live in that buoyant grace all the time.  We can close our eyes to it, and wonder, where is the ‘more’ of life.  Or we can open our eyes, sharpen our awareness, and rest in the new dimension that God offers us.
   The problem with all this, especially when we are suffering, is that it seems too easy.  We are so used to finding a fix, searching out the grand solution, that we miss the grace surrounding us, moving us forward bit by bit.  
   This awareness of the divine sphere gives us grounds for confidence in God’s grace.  We live with suffering or affliction not in despair, but confident that suffering produces endurance or patience, and endurance produces character, tried and tested, and character produces hope – hope that is rooted in God’s love, hope that is drawn from the life of grace in which we stand firm.   
J.B. Phillips, in his Modern Translation of the New Testament, puts it this way: “This doesn’t mean, of course, that we have only a hope of future joys – we can be full of joy here and now even in our trials and troubles.  Taken in the right spirit these very things will give us patient endurance; this in turn will develop a mature character, and a character of this sort produces a steady hope, a hope that will never disappoint us.” (p. 326)
   When we are suffering, it is only natural that we want the pain to go away, the relationship to be mended, the wound to be healed, the problem to be solved, the disease to be cured.  We are rarely satisfied with mere hope.  We want our suffering to cease.
   But no such guarantees are made.  God does not promise an absence of trouble.  God does promise that we will not be alone in the midst of trouble.  Listen to Isaiah 43: “But now thus says the Lord, he who created you…he who formed you…Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.  For I am the Lord your God … You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you… Do not fear, for I am with you…”
   The psalmist says that God has made us a little lower than God.  Humans are the crown of God’s creation.  Every one of us is of the highest value to God.  St. Augustine wrote that God loves each of us as if there were but one to love.  Such love gives us hope.  
   A young family I know has been struggling with unemployment for a year.  The time has been stressful and painful as they have required state assistance for food and health care, and live with the constant threat of foreclosure on their home.  But the parents in this family have moved forward with the confidence of God’s love and sovereign care, knowing that God is with them in the midst of their suffering.  They have told me that their marriage has never been stronger, and their awareness of God’s presence has never been keener.  They have been upheld by their faith community, and encouraged by their friends.  They have grown in gratitude for what they have, and lived with hope for the times to come.  
   Rublev’s Icon of the Holy Trinity, on the cover of the bulletin, has been a favorite of mine for many years.  The three figures sit at a table, with the cup of salvation before them.  There is an open place at the table which is meant for us who live in the sphere of God’s grace, opened for us by the Redeemer Son.  The Holy Spirit on the right is the one who has poured God’s love into our hearts and draws us back into the heart of God as we take our place at the holy table.
   Whatever suffering is touching your life, the Triune God holds you fast in the midst of it, reminding you where you stand.  As God is relational in God’s very being, and as God’s nature draws us into relationship with the divine, so we are called to be in relationship with our community.  We need others to hold hope up before us when we lose sight of it, or when our imagination dries up.     
   Presbyterian pastor Michael Lindvall writes, “I know from experience that hope rises strongest in those who do not suffer in isolation.  We are created for life together.  Joys are sweeter when we revel in them together; pain shared will more likely make our broken places strong.”  

   A couple I know lost their teen-aged daughter to complications of diabetes.  Hannah’s death was sudden and totally unexpected.  Friends came from all over the country to be with this family in their grief.  Like the encompassing water of God’s grace, these friends surrounded and upheld this family with loving presence.  The Holy Spirit was palpable as they gathered to embrace Hannah’s family with love.
   Sometimes there will be resolution to our suffering.  Sometimes there will not: loved ones will die, disease and loss will consume.  But God’s love for us as beloved children will never fail.
   Madeleine L’Engle writes in her novel, A Severed Wasp, of Katherine, a gifted musician in her 70’s who has known a lifetime of suffering, tragedy, and loss.  As she tries to find some consolation in her pain, she sits in church listening to her friend Felix give a homily.  Felix’s words bear the hope that does not disappoint us: “Job,” he says, “is one of the dark books of the Bible, [but] it is shot through with light, [declaring] that God’s love for his Creation is boundless, and that all [God] wants from us is that we love [God] in return.  
   “…Job has one of the greatest cries of affirmation in the entire Bible. Out of the depths of his pain, loss, anger, Job cries out, I know that my Redeemer lives!  And he adds the … extraordinary words, that he himself will see him, face to face.  Not now, not in the midst of this mortal journey, because we couldn’t bear it now. Moses asked to see God, and God put him in the cleft of a rock and protected him with his hand, and Moses saw God’s hindquarters as he passed by.
   “God’s hindquarters.  That’s all we get, in this early part of our journey.  But it’s the glimpses that keep us going.
   “[Scripture bears] a promise that what God creates, [God] will not abandon, that ultimately we will be as we were meant to be.” …
   “…and then we, too, will see God face to face…”
Felix wrestles with the question, as we do,

   “If God is good, why do the wicked flourish, and the innocent suffer?  They do; the wicked flourish, and children die of malnutrition or drugs; there is continuing war, [hunger, violence], disease and untimely death, and we cry out, Why!?
   “And God answers by coming to live with us, to limit [God’s] self willingly in the flesh of a human child… The power that created the [sun and the moon and the] stars in their courses [is] contained in an infant… come to live with us, grow for us, die for us, and on the third day rise again from the dead for us.
   “And what did this incredible sacrifice accomplish?  Nothing.  On the surface, nothing at all.  More than half the world is starving. The planet is torn apart by wars, half of them in the name of religion.  Rape and murder and crimes of violence increase…. How can it possibly matter?” And Felix concludes:
   “I don’t know how it matters; I only know that it does, that when we suffer, God suffers, and [God] will never abandon the smallest fragment of his creation.  [God] suffered with us during his sojourn as Jesus of Nazareth.  And from the moment of Creation on, he suffers when any part of his creation suffers.  Daily I add to his suffering and only occasionally to his gladness.  But he will not give up on me, not now, not after my mortal death.  He will not give up on any of us, until we have become what he meant us to be.
   “I know this.  I do not know how it will be done, but I know that it will be.  I know that my Redeemer lives, and that I shall see him face to face.”  (pp. 198-203)
   May we have eyes to see and ears to hear the good news: we have peace with God through Jesus the Christ, and we stand firmly in the sphere of God’s grace, confident, even in suffering, that God’s love for us will never end.  Thanks be to God!
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