“Suffering Well”  1 Peter 4:12-14; 5:6-11
     If you read through this letter, it seems that Peter has suffering on his mind.  It appears to be preoccupied with suffering from the beginning to the end, from the first few verses to the closing words. 
     The verb to suffer occurs 42 times in the New Testament.  And over half of those times are right here in this small letter that is only five chapters long.  
     Most of us would prefer to avoid dwelling on those kind of things.  But Peter knows that suffering itself cannot be avoided.  It is not something that should surprise us.    
     Have you ever ordered something at a restaurant that came with something on the side that you don’t really enjoy and didn’t really want?  
     For me, it was the hot fudge cake from Shoney’s that always came with a cherry on top.  I loved that hot fudge cake and always wanted to order it.  But I really don’t like cherries.  And I couldn’t get the hot fudge cake without that cherry on top.  
     Maybe, for you, it is the dill pickle that arrives with your sandwich.  Or maybe, it’s that sprig of parsley on the side of your plate of spaghetti.  
     You didn’t want it, but it just comes with what you ordered.  In order to get what you wanted, you accept whatever comes with it.  
     Peter never suggests that suffering is God’s will for us.  God is not the cause of this suffering.  But according to Peter, this suffering comes with following Christ.  If we really want to follow Jesus, we will receive some suffering served up on the side whether we want it or not.
     What Peter wants to do is to explain not how we can keep from suffering.  That is just not possible if we want to participate in the life of Christ.  What Peter wants is to explain how we can suffer well.  Suffering can be better or worse depending on how we respond to it.  
     All the disciples of Jesus will experience suffering.  And Peter knows that there are certain ways of responding to that suffering that will help us to endure.  
     The most important thing to keep in mind, according to this letter, is that suffering is not a sign that Jesus has abandoned you.  Suffering is not proof that God is not around.  Suffering is not evidence that we have strayed from following Christ.
     Peter says that it is exactly the opposite.  There was an old Jewish saying that said, “Where the Messiah is, there is no misery.”  But as one writer has observed, with Jesus, “where misery is, there is the Messiah.”

     When we follow Jesus and suffering comes, we are actually sharing in Christ’s sufferings.  In the Bible, we see over and over how Jesus drew near to those who were suffering and, as a result, suffered himself.  
     Jesus went up against the evil and sin of this world.  And the evil and sin of this world did not take that lying down.  He was ridiculed.  He was attacked.  He was beaten.  He was killed.  The body of Christ endured all kinds of suffering while Jesus was on the earth.  
     And so if we are up against the evil and sin of this world, if we are now part of the body of Christ, Christ’s body will continue to endure suffering.  If we wish to participate in his life as part of the body of Christ, we will share in his sufferings. 
     When we suffer in the name of Christ, we enter into the very life of Jesus.  We join with him in his struggle against evil and death, against the powers and principalities of this world, against violence and greed, and against poverty and hunger.  We join in his struggle to bring into being a new creation where no tears are shed and pain is no more.  
     The Russian Christian philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev wrote that “in suffering we pass through moments of God-forsakenness.  On the other hand, through suffering, we arrive at communion with God and suffering may pass over to joy.”
 
     In other words, suffering may cause us to feel as if God has abandoned us.  It can make us feel separated from God.  But at the same time, in a powerful way, these sufferings may also draw us closer to Jesus himself.  
     Such suffering is no indication that God does not care.  Such suffering does not mean that Jesus has turned his back on us.  When we suffer, we take our first steps to suffering well by remembering that Jesus is always with us in our suffering.  
     We also suffer well when we cast all our anxieties on God.  It is a mistake to think that we can handle suffering by ourselves.  It is a mistake to think that we can bear it all on our own.  
     I was reminded of the story of the boy who lived and worked on a farm.  For his 14th birthday, the boy was given a secondhand Gravely mowing tractor by his father.  The boy was a hard worker and used that tractor to earn extra money by mowing yards and fields for neighbors and folks in the nearby town.  
     Eventually, the blade on that mower grew dull so the boy drove it into the barn to take a look.  The blade was held on by a bolt and the boy knew that bolts were usually loosened by turning them counterclockwise.  He tried and tried using a large wrench, but that bolt just would not move.  
     The boy was big and strong for his age and a lineman on the football team at school.  And even though that bolt wouldn’t budge, he wasn’t about to ask his father for help.  
     He kept twisting.  He kept straining.  He kept working.  But he just could not move that bolt.  So he finally decided to take the mower to the Gravely dealer in town.  
     The mechanic looked at that bolt.  
     “Let me check something,” he said.
     He looked up something and then came back.  
     “Hate to tell you this,” he said chuckling a little, “but for several years the Gravely Company reversed the threads on that bolt.  You’ve been tightening up that bolt instead of loosening it.  Heck, you’ve tightened it so much that we’re going to have to burn it off with a torch!”
           
     Our culture encourages most of us to be like that young boy.  We like to feel as if we can take care of everything ourselves.  We like to rely on our strength to get us through anything.  We like to think that there is no suffering that we cannot bear.
     The devil is always prowling around, says Peter, looking to devour us.  Maybe, it is the voice of the devil inside of us that whispers that we can handle whatever it is all by ourselves.  It is the voice of the Holy Spirit inviting us to recognize that there are things that we just cannot handle on our own.  It is the voice of the Holy Spirit calling us to let go of our anxieties and cast them upon God.  
     We suffer well when we turn to God seeking help in the midst of our suffering.  When suffering comes to us, we are to humble ourselves and place ourselves under God’s mighty hand.  We can entrust ourselves to God’s care because God wants to lift us up.  We entrust ourselves to God’s care because God can carry all the burdens that we cannot.   
     And finally, suffering is best endured in community.  Peter mentions that we are never alone in suffering because the family of believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of sufferings.  
     We are united with Christians all across the globe in our struggles, triumphs, joys, and fears.  Long ago, the English priest and poet John Donne famously said that no man or woman is an island entire of itself.  Each one of us is a part of the continent, a part of the main
.
     As part of the body of Christ, we never suffer alone.  We are called to bear this suffering together.  We are not lone wolves out on our own.  We are a pack.  We are a people.  We are a community.  
     The people of South Africa have a concept that they call ubuntu
.  The word ubuntu means “human-ness”.  And the central idea of ubuntu is that all of humanity is connected by a universal bond of sharing.  
     Most often, it is described using a single sentence:  I am because we are.  In other words, none of us can exist in isolation from everyone else.  We can only succeed if all of us succeed together.  We can only get where we want to go in community with others.  If one of us suffers, all of us share in that suffering.  
     So we cannot be like the man paddling with another man in a canoe.  He noticed that the other man had a hole under his seat that was letting in water.  But he didn’t say anything about it or do anything about it.  
     He reckoned that the hole would not cause him any trouble because, after all, it wasn’t under his seat.  Eventually, however, as the canoe started talking on more and more water, both men began to sink into the lake.  
     Whenever we suffer, Peter encourages us to remember that we are all paddling in the same canoe.  If we spring a leak anywhere, it is a problem for all of us everywhere.  And then, it is time for us to come closer together and work as a community to tend to that leak.  Only as we come together are we able to suffer well.  
     This is especially important during the pandemic that we have all experienced in the past few months.  Physical distancing due to the COVID-19 virus prevents us from being able to be together in person.  In order to protect our own health and the health of our community, it is best for us to be apart for a while.  
     Now, more than ever, we may feel alone.  Each one of us has suffered, some physically, some psychologically, some emotionally, some economically.  
     A few weeks ago, I began to see a movement spring up across the country.  The motto of this movement is “Alone Together” and it seeks to remind us that we are all in this together
.  If we feel all alone, we remember that we are not the only ones who are suffering.  
     We do not suffer alone.  We are part of a worldwide community of faith that can help us to bear that suffering.  
     If we seek to follow Jesus, suffering will come.  Suffering is a part of life that we cannot avoid if we wish to love as Jesus loved.  
     What we can do is to draw closer to one another.  What we can do is to draw closer to Jesus casting all our cares upon him and humbling ourselves before God.  What we can do is to trust that our suffering can help us to participate in the sufferings of Christ.
     What we can do is to suffer as best we are able.  May we all suffer well.  And may the God of all grace restore us and make us strong, firm, and steadfast.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.    
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