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Thorns of Grace
Life is an ever flowing stream of drama and tragedy, comedy and celebration, and sometimes even a combination of these.  Some days are simply horrible as we’re living them, but in hindsight we’re able to see some humor in them and laugh.   

For example, take the woman whose furnace died one cold winter’s night.  Waking up and sensing the house to be cold, she decided to go to her parents house a short distance away and deal with the problem in the morning.  Unfortunately, that morning a neighbor called to tell her that her water pipes had burst and flooded both her town house and her neighbor’s.  The woman raced home, getting a speeding ticket along the way.

Then the furnace repairman arrived and told her he didn’t think he had the proper part in his truck to repair her furnace.   Meanwhile the plumber had cut holes in her bathroom wall to locate and repair the leak.  When the furnace man returned from his truck he was all smiles. “I had the right part after all,” he said.  “This must be your lucky day.”  Needless to say, the woman wasn’t feeling particularly lucky. Adversity happens.  You can depend on it.
Sometimes it’s better to laugh than to cry.  Other times, however, circumstances are such that there’s no humor to be found.  

Take for example actress Mary Tyler Moore.  Many of you will remember her from her popular TV show which ran from 1970-1977.  Back then she was America’s sweetheart, so most of us assume her life off the air was equally charmed.  You would be wrong. 
She was married as a teenager and then divorced. Her sister died of an overdose while attending college.  Then Mary married a second time, followed by another divorce.  Later she remarried the same guy, and again divorced him.

Sometime later her son accidentally shot and killed himself. In her despair she turned to booze and became an alcoholic.  After years of drinking she finally became sober, but unfortunately contracted diabetes as a result of her drinking.  The diabetes has affected her eyes, and there’s a good chance she may go blind before she dies.  
Mary summed up her life’s experiences with this quote: “None of us gets out of here without pain.” 

Some of you are quietly saying to yourself, “Amen,” to that: “None of us gets out of here without pain.”  

The Apostle Paul was no exception.  There’s probably no one who influenced early Christian theology and the spread of Christianity more than the Apostle Paul.  He was a pillar of the early Church.  So we would expect that if anyone was worthy of a life that was exempt from suffering it would be him.  But his life was anything but easy.  In fact, it was filled with persecution, beatings and imprisonments.  

Contained in his Second Letter to the Corinthians he writes: “Five times I was given the thirty-nine lashes by the Jews; three times I was whipped by the Romans; and once I was stoned.  I have been in three shipwrecks, and once I spent twenty-four hours in the water.  In my many travels I have been in danger from floods and robbers, in danger from my own people and from Gentiles; there have been dangers in the cities, dangers in the wilds, dangers on the high seas, and dangers from false friends. Often I have gone without sleep.  I have been hungry and thirsty.  I have often been without food and adequate shelter and clothing.”  (11:25-27)
Makes us realize how fortunate many of us are, doesn’t it? 

But there’s more.  In addition to these unfortunate circumstances related to his travels as a missionary, the Apostle also suffered a chronic pain that plagued him for years.  He writes about it in this morning’s scripture.  This is what he wrote: “To keep me from being conceited and proud for the many wonderful things I’ve experienced, Satan inflicted me with a painful physical ailment which acts as a constant reminder of my need to remain humble.”
Paul never identified in his letters the nature of his “painful physical ailment.”  Whatever it was, though, Paul was more fully aware than most of us that “none of us gets out of here without pain.” 
Pain and suffering are a part of life.  To be candid, some experience far more than their fair share, while others get away seemingly easy.  But none of us is immune from pain and suffering. 

Some suffering is the consequence of sinful choices we make.  Take for instance South Carolina’s Governor Sanford, who two weeks ago disappeared without anyone knowing his whereabouts, including his wife and political aids.  His consequential suffering - and the suffering of many others affected by the fallout of his actions - is the result of a sinful choice.  He alone is responsible.  

But not all suffering is the result of sinful choices.  Some suffering is the result of ignorance.  A teenage girl dives into an unfamiliar swimming hole and hits her head on a rock, resulting in her being permanently paralyzed.  Such behavior involves no sin, nor malice toward others.  It’s just the consequence of ignorance, poor judgment and immaturity. 

Suffering is also the result of random evil independent of human choice or behavior.  Natural disasters such as floods, hurricanes and tornadoes are instances of random evil, not to mention being struck by lightning. 
No matter what the source of our pain and suffering, it’s important to realize God does not intend for us to suffer.  
God doesn’t mug us with pain and suffering in order to bring us closer to Him. 

Notice that Paul writes, “Satan inflicted me with a painful physical ailment.”  Paul didn’t blame God, but viewed his suffering as the work of Satan.  

My point is that God doesn’t take pleasure in any of His children suffering, whatever the cause.  So please understand, if you’re going through a difficult time right now, God is not the cause of your troubles.  God is not in the market of inflicting his children with suffering.  Rather, God shares your pain and suffers with you.  
How can that be?  Let me illustrate.   Fred Craddock, a retired seminary professor, tells about a pastor he met who had no arms. The pastor described to Craddock how difficult it was as a child to care for himself.  As a youngster his mother had to dress and feed him.  But then one day when he was older, she put his clothes in the middle of the floor and said to her armless son, “Dress yourself.” 

The boy was stunned.  He thought how cruel.  So yelled, “I can’t dress myself, I don’t have . . .”  She interrupted, “You’ll have to learn,” and with that she left the room. 

The armless pastor said, “I kicked and screamed for a while, then I yelled, ‘You don’t love me anymore!’  All to no avail.  
Finally, he realized that if he were to get dressed, he’d have to do it himself.  After hours of struggle, experimentation, and frustration, he was able to get some clothes on.  He concluded by saying, “It was not until later that I learned that all the while my mother was in the next room crying.” 

Mary Tyler Moore was right, “none of us gets out of here without pain.”  But God does not cause our suffering.  Instead, God suffers with us.  
One of the worst feelings we can experience is to watch someone we love suffer and do nothing.  Maybe it’s because we’re incapable of helping, or maybe it’s because we realize that to help would only enable their co-dependence, much as the mother with her armless son.  In any case, it’s difficult to watch someone we love suffer.

Which is why we speak of compassion.   The root word for compassion is “to suffer with.”  To experience compassion is to identify with the suffering of another.  It’s more than observing their suffering.  It’s feeling their pain.
And that’s what God does when He sees us suffer.  Because God loves us, God feels compassion for us and suffers with us.  He feels our pain.  

As strange as it may sound, pain sometimes is able to empower us.  Let me illustrate.  
Back in the early 1980’s a contemporary Christian singer was touring behind the Iron Curtain.  One night he sang in a small church full of impoverished believers who were obviously suffering for their faith.  In those days Soviet Christians were denied jobs. They lived on incomes below the poverty level . . . a price they were willing to suffer for their faith. 

After the concert a small woman came up and thanked the artist for his music.   Learning that he was from the U.S., she said to him, “It must be hard to be a Christian there.” 

The singer was stunned.  How could this woman living in an atheistic nation who suffered every day for her faith suggest that it would be hard to be a Christian in the U.S, - the land of religious freedom?  
On the way home from the concert the singer told his interpreter what had happened and asked what the woman had meant.  The interpreter said, “She knows that in the United States you are blessed with wealth. You have fast food restaurants, stylish clothing, luxurious cars and homes . . . so many things. But here all these people have is their faith in Jesus. She knows that it is harder for people who have it easy to put their faith in God. They put their faith instead in things. This is why she felt it must be hard to be a Christian in the U.S.” 

That’s probably what the Apostle Paul had in mind when he wrote: “I am content, then, to accept my weaknesses so that I may depend more on Christ.  I have learned to accept my limitations, hardships, persecutions and difficulties, trusting that Christ is caring for me.  For when I am weak, I am more inclined to trust Him rather than myself.” (2 Corinthians 12:10)
Paul was right. As Christianity stalls in North America and rapidly fades in Europe, it’s exploding in Africa and parts of South America where Christians are either persecuted or living in poverty. 
We are blessed to live in this prosperous land.  Even though these are tough economic times, there are millions throughout the world who would gladly swap their problems for ours. 

As we celebrate this Fourth of July weekend, we need to be reminded how fortunate we really are, and be wary that our prosperity may be our greatest spiritual obstacle.  
Amen
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