A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on May 30, 2010
Suffering as the Doorway to life


Thought for Silent Reflection

The only suffering we should see as connected with Christ’s cross is the suffering caused by actively chosen faithfulness, not the suffering we endure because of “a difficult family situation, a frustration of a personal fulfillment or a crushing debt.”

John H Yoder
SUFFERING AS THE DOORWAY TO LIFE

Romans 5: 1-5

Therefore since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace by which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 
3 Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance, perseverance, character and character, hope. 5 And hope does not disappoint us because God has poured out God’s love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit whom God has given us.
I just spoke with the kids about trusting God and often it seems that the things that cause our troubles are the things we need most and that is what God then places in our path. This reminded me of a story. 
It is a story about a man who loved everything: animals, spiders, insects… One day while walking through the woods he found a cocoon. Feeling lonely he decided to take the cocoon home to watch its beautiful transformation from a funny little cocoon to a big beautiful butterfly. He gently placed his cocoon on his kitchen table and watched over it for days. Suddenly one day the cocoon started to move, it moved frantically! The man felt sorry for the butterfly inside the cocoon. He watched it struggle, and struggle and struggle. Finally the old man, feeling so sorry for the cocooned butterfly, rushed to its side with a surgical scalpel and gently slit the cocoon so the butterfly could emerge. Just one slice was all it took and the butterfly broke free only to wilt over in a completely motionless state.

The old man did not know what to think. Had he accidentally killed the little butterfly? Most likely not, for it was still moving a bit. Perhaps it was sick. What should he do? Well he felt so sorry for the little butterfly and he decided that the best thing he could do for the butterfly was to gently place it back in its cocoon. He did so and then placed a drop of honey on it to seal the cocoon leaving the butterfly to nestle in its natural state.
How many of us have ever found ourselves struggling, struggling with a difficult time with our health, debt, or perhaps even the frustration of dreams and just did not know which way to turn? All of us know ordinary suffering whether it is physical, emotional or fears associated with anticipation of the unknown and none of it is very pleasant. So celebrating or rejoicing over one’s suffering sounds depressingly morbid. But today we find Paul saying to the Roman Christians that not only are we to rejoice in the glory of God but we should also rejoice in our suffering. Now we know that Jesus has told us that he came to turn the status quo upside down but rejoicing over our own suffering is just plain crazy. 
Now Paul’s message is all well and good but most of us are skeptical. We truly trust only what we can see, touch or feel. If something messes up our plans, if friendships falter or if our health fails, we want to fix it and fix it quick. When disaster happens we try to solve the problem, change the circumstances or remove the obstacles so that life can proceed as usual. When something unexpected happens – a bizarre accident, an unexpected death of a loved one, a divorce, the loss of our job or our reputation or loss of face when it becomes clear that dreams we once had might never become a reality, - we speak of finding closure, thinking we’ll feel better if things or loose ends are resolved, closed, finished. So what if we don’t find closure? What if no matter how hard we try, we see no earthly good thing in what we’re doing?  No greater purpose/What if we see nothing of eternal value in what has happened? Where do we go then?
Let’s return to our friend with the butterfly maybe we’ll get a clue there. 

When we left him before our friend had just placed the butterfly back in the cocoon and sealed it up. Well the next day he noticed that the cocoon was moving again. Wow he said as it moved and moved and struggled and struggled. Finally the butterfly broke free from its cocoon and stretched its wings out far and wide. Its beautiful wings were filled with wonderful colors! It looked around and took off. It was flying and it was so beautiful. The old man jumped with joy! Wow! Go baby go! The man shouted and the wonderful butterfly did just that. It flew and flew until it was just about out of the man’s sight. What a joy it was for the man. But then he started to think, “What did I do wrong by trying to help that beautiful butterfly come out at first?

The man went into town, found the library and read every book he could on butterflies and cocoons. Finally the answer appeared. The butterfly has to struggle while inside the cocoon. That is how it gets it strength that is just what they are designed to overcome in order to become strong and beautiful. 
Needless to say the man was shocked and saddened but somewhat relieved. Now he knows the reason they do what they do. It was only his perception that made it appear that the butterfly was having a hard time. And from then on the man knew that loving sometimes means to pray for it and cheer it on! He realized that God was wonderful and that sometimes appearances are not what they seem to be that we are all beautiful butterflies even though we have our struggles in life.

Paul goes on to explain that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character and character, hope(4). Just as the man realized that sometimes appearances aren’t what they seem on the surface, just like the butterfly, sometimes our struggles are to make us stronger inside. Paul’s approach is steady and realistic: suffering produces patience and patience produces a tried and tested character. Neither of these qualities is much in evidence, far less prized, in current day western society which typically expects everything at once and wants to be free to change on a whim according to the mood of the moment. As a result we should not be surprised that we are, in many respects, a society without hope. 

This passage has often been described as one where Paul goes overboard in his confidence in God, in his trust in God as a God of hope. For in it he describes how his faith has produced for him what following the law alone could never do. It has provided a pathway to peace with God. For before Jesus came, no one could expect to get close to God. Since Jesus is really God in human form, one might say that Jesus ushers us into the very presence of God. And in return, those who profess to be followers of Jesus as the God incarnate, are called to communities, families and lives,  which model the sequence of faith, peace, suffering, patience, character, and hope is lived out and sustained by the Holy Spirit’s work of enabling us to know God’s love and how to love God in return. This then becomes the basis for that trust.

In his suffering Jesus offers to us, a gift. The gift of incarnation. It is the gift of understanding how truly loving God means trusting God in everything, including our suffering and in that way our suffering can open other doors for us and our suffering can become the doorway to the rest of our life, a life that just might take us, if we allow it to, to places and heights we before would never have chosen to go. 
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