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Readings: Romans 8:18–28, 38-39  
John 14:26-27                  

“I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory as yet 
to be revealed to us.”

Yesterday many people joined with others of our country and of Australia in memory of our war 
dead. We know only too well how the world gives peace and takes it away. Since 1919 the nations 
of Europe have signed more than 200 treaties of peace, and many more have been signed outside 
of that grouping. Each treaty, simply another scrap of paper, was broken more easily than it was 
consummated. Historians have estimated that from 1500 BCE to 1860, more than 8,000 treaties 
were made, each meant to remain in force forever. The average time they remained in force was 
two years.

What all that does is sharpen up the question of whether those sacrifices and the sufferings caused 
through  war  really  have  any  meaning  or  purpose.  We want  to  think  they  do,  and  our  civil 
ceremonies  certainly  remind  everyone  of  the  cost  to  the  country  of  those  sacrifices,  of  the 
conditions  in  which we live  in  the world,  and how without  first,  the second would not  have 
happened. Then as we turn to the sufferings of civilians in the wars of last century and those 
suffering since the turn of this century, we find there is also a randomness which strikes which 
makes it hard to find meaning. Are we really simply creating a fiction to comfort our buffeted 
souls and the victims? 

When we turn to our faith we find passages such as the one we have read from Romans that 
contains this bold affirmation which, in the eyes of some, simply proves how deluded Christians 
are. Doesn’t it show that we believe in a God who justifies misery? We use passages from the 
prophet Isaiah proclaiming that  God will  wipe away all  tears,  but  see no evidence of  that  as 
children continue to die, mothers and fathers killed. Is the only answer to that hope that there be 
no one left to cry?

The rise of ISIS and continuing atrocities in the Middle East which inflict such enormous pain 
and overwhelming harm, should cause us to redefine what we mean by suffering. Suffering has no 
scale. In the midst of the most terrible national and international suffering, our own sufferings 
persist, and they are no less significant for not making the nightly news. There is no difference in 
the value or the meaning of the suffering. Everyone who suffers suffers as one among many. No 
one suffers alone, and yet every sufferer is singular and unique.

Here we can see the interrelation between the vast suffering of groups and nations and the smaller 
sufferings of families and individuals. Victims of war, of sudden terrorist attacks, and of long term 
systematic oppression are visible as groups who have suffered unjustly because they were in a 
certain place at a certain time. The same goes for those young men and women who went off to 
the war zones to fight, to nurse to assist, some survived and some did not and the suffering of the 
relatives as well as the suffering of the survivors who saw friends and comrades killed beside them.

This is at the heart of the resurrection story as well. The suffering and death of Jesus and of the 
disciples as they cope with that death also raise the question of where God is in the midst of 
suffering. The experience of people at Auschwitz watching the hanging of a fourteen year old boy 
prompted that question. Some responded by seeing God as absent and powerless, others saw that 
there was no God, the whole idea a fraud, and yet others saw God present in the dying child, part 
of the suffering. The God who will wipe away the tears is too late, for the boy is dead. But if God 



is not thought of as some superior power that rescues believers from fates such as these, and 
instead as the one who creates the love and relationships between people, then the relationship to 
this child and to all the other sufferers does not end in death. It is not over and done with in the 
course of an individual life. Their deaths are not simply the “deaths of others,” quite different from 
mine. Their pain is mine. Their suffering is ours.

Once we recognise the presence of God in suffering then we can come before God in a new way. 
We can come being no more and no less than the sufferers we truly are. We can come as the joyful 
people we are – or the lonely or angry or contented or excited or guilty people we truly are. Before 
a God who knows the depths of suffering there is no more pretending. Here we can and must be 
ourselves, and the surprising thing is we are welcomed as ourselves. Being truly who we are in the 
presence of God allows us to discover the possibilities God sees in us beyond the present. When 
we  become  aware  of  our  true  lives  as  they  are  known  to  God  then  we  are  paradoxically 
strengthened and freed for living whatever part of life we may be experiencing just now.

When we come into God’s presence with our suffering, we are not going to have the underlying 
causes of that suffering magically removed. Cancer is not cured, oppression is not lifted, terrorist 
atrocities are not going to stop, our loved ones are not brought back. The message of the Cross of 
Jesus is not that God will shield us from suffering, but that there we can encounter God in our 
suffering, even as God has encountered us in human suffering. In the Resurrection of Christ we 
learn  who  God is.  God  is  the  one  who  suffers  and  the  one  who  transcends  and  transforms 
suffering.

So how might that help us deal with and understand how the ongoing fighting and brutalities in 
Syria, in Iraq, in Libya are linked with the memories of all of those who fell in wartime, and with 
the knowledge that the freedom and peace fought for has only been partially experienced.  And 
now as we remember, we find ourselves as a nation being drawn almost inexorably into the present 
conflict in the Middle East, and all conflict ultimately does is create more suffering. What will we 
do with that suffering?

Bringing suffering into the presence of  God is  a  personal  action,  and it  begins  with personal 
decisions of faith. Whole nations, whole peoples, whole groups are not going to do it, at least not 
all at once which is what is really needed. Perhaps one of the gifts we can offer our society is 
showing how to grieve in the presence of God, how to be with each other as sufferers before God. 
In that way we can show how it is possible to find a new sense of ourselves and our possibilities 
beyond our suffering and our desire to be avenged on those who have caused us to suffer. If we 
have the courage to offer that gift, then our journey into God’s presence as sufferers can bear fruit 
for the healing of the nations. whatever new possibilities we discover for ourselves in suffering 
before God, these are the possibilities for transformation that we can and must make known to 
the suffering world.

It hangs on whether we see ourselves as unconnected individuals thrown together by the whimsy 
of fate, or whether we are bound together in a community that looks at life differently.

“We know God makes all things work together for good.” We know that not as a reality for the 
future, not for sometime after we have died. We know that as a reality in our present in the 
company of all “those who love God, who are called according to his purpose, because nothing can 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.” There, we believe, rises the hope of the world.

Amen


