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                                            HARD TIMES
                                           Romans 5: 1-5
There have been some hard times in our country as of late. High inflation, a war gone awry, a political situation that defies description, dangerous weather in the Heartland and for us in the Southwest, a severe drought. Hard times. And if you personally have had some hard times lately, I wonder how you feel about what is happening to you. Life, we all know, can indeed be hard at times, really hard.   
On Friday I visited with a dear sister in Christ who was grieving the loss of a friend. A friend with a husband and young toddler. She had a thriving business and good friends, but she struggled with a mental illness. That illness and that dark spirit overcame her and she took her own life. Something so painful and so tragic. My dear sister in Christ was yearning to see the light in that darkness, that deep and painful tragedy. A hard time, indeed.
Now I think most of us would agree on the following two statements. First, no one wants to endure hard times-whether they be medical, emotional, financial or spiritual. Second, what we learn from hard times is nevertheless invaluable. So, we don’t want the pain and the suffering, but we look back on those times as powerful learning experiences. 
Now that puts us in an odd relationship with all the hard times in our lives. We can do without them, thank you very much. And yet in a strange way, we cannot do without them. What a paradox! 
	Take Sheldon and Jean Vanauken, two American students studying at Oxford in Great Britain in the early 1950’s. They had a marriage of delicate and unusual beauty. Sheldon wrote that being married to Jean was like living in a perpetual springtime. Their Christian commitments enriched their communion as husband and wife.  At Oxford both these lovely souls came under the influence of C.S. Lewis who taught literature to Sheldon. And more importantly, Lewis taught them much about the meaning of Christian faith and life. 
	Not long after the Vanaukens returned to America, Jean was stricken with a fatal disease. When she died, Sheldon turned to Lewis for counsel in his time of immense sorrow. Sheldon and Lewis corresponded extensively on the meaning of suffering and the will of God. In one of his letters, Lewis wrote this, “You have been treated with a severe mercy.” Later Sheldon would write a book about his marriage to Jean and her death entitled “A Severe Mercy.”
	So what is a severe mercy? What Lewis seemed to be saying is that life is hard, and often quite painful. And if we imagined that life would be a perpetual springtime, maybe we have not pondered sufficiently the mysteries of life. After the playful innocence of spring, inevitably comes the withering heat of summer, the falling leaves of autumn, and the chilling frost of winter. Life can be severe and grace can be severe. Yet, it is still grace, the grace of God, present in all its mystery in springtime, summer, autumn and winter. 
But let us be honest at this point. Hard times can crush some people. Especially when our cup of suffering is overflowing. My Hebrew professor once said, “For every Job, there are ten Job’s wives.” You remember that Job in his painful loss initially testified, “The Lord gives, the Lord takes away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.” Meanwhile, Job’s wife said simply, “Curse God and die.” Suffering can make us noble and grand. But it can also make us angry and bitter.
Which brings us to Romans 5. Paul reflects on what his sufferings as a Christian have brought him. No doubt, pain in the moment, real pain, something he never sought out or wanted. In II Corinthians 11 Paul catalogues the hard times he endured as an apostle: imprisonments, countless floggings, often near death, once stoned, three times shipwrecked, in danger on his journeys, escaping for his life over the wall at Damascus, sleepless nights, hunger and thirst, and always anxious about his churches.  His life was the definition of hard times. 
And yet Paul says that “suffering produces endurance.” After all he went through, imagine the perseverance of Paul.  That means marching through the desert even when the oasis seems so distant. It is taking one day at a time, one step along the way. Endurance is not giving up, even when you are tired and thirsty, exhausted and dispirited, heartbroken and lonely. Suffering can produce people of incredible stamina, resilience and endurance. 
And that “endurance produces character.” Character comes from a Greek noun that suggests a kind of carving. Character is like a sculptor using hammer and chisel shaping a formless stone into a beautiful work of art. Character results from suffering endured faithfully. Such endurance carves a kind of beauty within your soul. A beauty you may not have had otherwise.
Perhaps the African American church knows that better than most. We remember our African American sisters and brothers this upcoming Juneteenth where we celebrate their freedom, freedom won from the hardship of the Civil War. During the awful days of slavery, the black church survived their bondage on the wings of praise.  Black religious faith was jubilant, joyful, hopeful, expectant: “swing low sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home.” One writer has written that these African captives “did not go crazy because, despite the sufferings in their lives, they focused on their few blessings.”  In their suffering, the slaves used their religious faith to endure and their endurance produced character, a poignant beauty in their souls. It was a severe mercy, but mercy nevertheless.
And “character produces hope.”  People whose faith has been tested do not panic every time something goes wrong. Why? Because they have learned they can rely on God even in the darkness and the loss. They don’t despair when some new crisis lurks in the wings. They wait patiently knowing “that this too will pass.” So they cling to hope in the living God, always there with us through thick and thin.
Hope is grounded in memory, that God has been faithful to us in the past and will likewise be faithful to us in the future. Hope holds onto the promises of God in the hard times. Hope looks to the future without panic, without anxiety. We hold onto a future held in God’s gracious hands, trusting that “suffering produces endurance, endurance produces character, and character produces hope.” So we are not afraid. We are always expectant. 
Once the philosopher Mortimer Adler was asked what sustained him through the dark and depressing times in his life. This was Adler’s answer: “There have been two or three occasions when I was desperately unhappy. I stopped working and thinking. I could not see any light ahead and did not know where the light would come, if it would come at all. But in due time, the light did come and the clouds cleared. I did not do it by any means on my own. Suddenly a door opened. If you live long enough, you learn to be patient.”
In II Corinthians 12 Paul relates a profound mystical experience of being caught up into the third heaven. There in Paradise he saw and heard things that he was not permitted to share. And in fact, to keep him from feeling too elated about this experience, he was given what he called “a thorn in the flesh” that tormented him. What kind of malady it was, we don’t simply know. But it would not go away. And three times he formally prayed that the pain would end. This was God’s answer: “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” 
On the tomb of Sen. Robert F. Kennedy at Arlington Cemetery you will find this inscription: 
In our sleep, pain that cannot forget
Falls drop by drop 
Upon the heart, and in our despair 
Against our will comes
Wisdom through the awful grace of God.
What a line! “In our despair against our will comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.” C.S. Lewis called it “a severe mercy.”  Paul heard the voice of God say to him: “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” The costly grace of God that comes to us from the Suffering One hanging on a cross. Sometimes it seems simply awful. Too severe. Too much to ask of anyone.
	And yet we believe that in and through our hard times, “a door is opened.” The light begins to shine. The suffering becomes endurance. Endurance becomes character. And character becomes hope. And hope does not disappoint us. Through it all we experience sufficient grace. Costly grace. A severe mercy. But it is always and forever “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.”
	So, Lord, give us patience. For we trust you and entrust our lives to you “in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health.” In the best of times and in the worst of times, God is a mysterious presence, embracing, encouraging us, holding us. For our times-even our hard times-are in your hands, O God. Thanks be to God. Amen.
