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How do we make sense of mystery? How do we come to know the unknowable? This is the 
human quandary and desire – to know; for to know means we will understand and we will be 
truly free. Our human quest to understand mystery begins in the first chapters of Genesis, an 
explanation of where we come from, what we are designed for, and why the world works the 
way that it does. Story after story from our origin story on has looked for a way to understand 
and explain God and God’s relationship with human beings. It has been said that this Sunday – 
Trinity Sunday – is the only Sunday in the church year devoted to a doctrine not a Biblical 
concept. And yet, we have in our Romans 5:1-5 passage today an attempt by the early church to 
understand the unknowable. It is early Trinitarian doctrine, the church trying to peace together 
the pieces of the puzzle of the Trinity, of the monotheistic God, one in three persons. This 
morning I am not going to give a theology lesson on how the Trinity works. I know that makes 
some of you sad. I did preach once on the subject a long time ago in seminary but I was too 
afraid to go back and look at it. So today you get a new sermon, and together we will celebrate 
the mystery. 
 The stand-up comedian and actor Louie Anderson has played many roles in TV and 
movies, and even written a few books. His screen debut was in Coming to America with Eddie 
Murphy and Arsenio Hall where he played a cook at a fast food restaurant hoping to one day be a 
manager – the true American dream. In 2016 he began playing the role of Christine on the FX 
show Baskets, a role for which he won the Emmy for best supporting actor. When asked about 
being a man playing a woman on TV, he responds, I don’t really feel like I play her, I feel like I 
become her. In the role he channels his mother and what she was like and things that she would 
say in the way that she would say it. Though he admits she probably would disagree with many 
of his choices. Louie becomes Christine. The character of Christine is one of the most real and 
lovable moms on TV. Many people approach Louie and tell him that they wish she was their 
mother. Thanks to the role, Louie wrote a book called, “Hey Mom, stories for my mom but you 
can read them too.” which delves into the mystery of loving and wanting to know a parent who 
has passed away. The stories are letters comprised of thoughts and questions that he has never 
gotten to say to her. He informs her of his daily life and asks of her the gift of her love and pride. 
They are notes about a life lived without the person we most want to share life with. They are 
touching stories, funny and tearful at the same time. They exemplify the mystery of living and 
loving someone who is gone. And also the mystery of how someone can be embodied by another. 
For Louie embodies Christine and at the same time he embodies his mom. He takes them into 
himself and is transformed. 
 Paul takes on this mystery here in Scripture. How do we embody Christ? How do we live 



 

as Christians? How do we sustain and endure this life while hoping for the love of someone, 
Jesus, who has left and yet their spirit remains as palpable as ever? Paul espouses a relational 
God, who gives us access to the Father, access to glory and hope. Justification is possible 
because the life of Christ, his salvific work redeems us not just in the next life but in the here and 
now. The preeminent Pauline doctrine of already/not yet, where in this life we can see the Glory 
of God in part but the fullness will be revealed in the next life. We have peace with God already, 
and the best is yet to come. 
 And what comes next is a mystery wrapped in a formula. And I must confess. I don’t 
really like Paul all that much most of the time. I prefer Jesus. But here we are given an equation. 
The sum total of our life is glorification and union with God. God has already granted us grace 
and peace and unity with our Savior. But… or However… life is full of suffering. So the 
equation goes like this, but we boast in suffering (we’ll get to that in a minute), suffering 
produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope 
does not disappoint because God’s love has been poured into us. Sounds like math to me and I 
don’t really like math. And yet, I have come to realize that there might be something to this 
equation. Paul might actually be right. Which is unfortunate for my bias against him, but 
possibly fortunate for all of us. 
 The struggle with this equation is real. For most of us it is a daily anguish, whether we 
are thinking about ourselves or our loved ones. One of the mysteries of faith is how to overcome 
the struggle of life, doubt, trust, belief. Faith and struggle are not polar opposites. In fact they 
seem to be intimately connected, Kahlil Gibran once said, “Doubt is a pain too lonely to know 
that faith is his twin brother.” Doubt is painful and makes us forget the good of our lives and 
makes us feel alone. Faith is the compliment to doubt. For only by having faith do we come to 
know doubt. Most of us will feel this aloneness of doubt at some point. And we will endure, in 
the hope of finding or recapturing peace. 
 Ultimately, Paul points to the peace of Christ being love. It is fitting that Paul begins with 
peace as the primary means of relations between God and Christ. For the time this was written 
was during the so called, “Pax Romana” where the Roman Empire expanded, conquered and 
seemed to rule the western world in a sense of prosperity and expansion never seen before. The 
time of peace and stability lasted till 180 AD with the death of Marcus Aurelius. Yet, peace and 
stability seem to come with a price. For the Roman Empire it was that not all citizens lived 
comfortably in the Empire. Certain groups, Christians specifically were targeted and persecuted 
for their beliefs. Peace was a concept to be desired but not necessarily lived into or experienced 
in this life. 
 How do we live into the promise of peace in Christ, when we are ravaged daily? When 
we are confronted with violence and trauma and our world seems upended all the time. Early 
Christians knew their world was dependent upon a higher power beyond the Roman Empire. The 
Pax Romana is an affront the reality of the world. Stability and peace can be seen as an illusion. 
Comfortability, especially in our society today, is an illusion. Our news cycle reminds us 
continually that we are on a crash course with disaster politically, religiously, environmentally, 



 

anyway possible, we are about to lose big time. When Paul speaks of peace he is not referring to 
a world without conflict, rather a proper ordering of relationship between humans with each 
other, and humans with God. Peace is about an inner sense rather than an outward reality. 
 So we enter into the nature of suffering. First, what is boasting? In our post-modern world, 
boasting sounds like pride and arrogance. But for Paul, boasting is an expression of human 
dignity and freedom. It is a way that we resist the powers of this world. Our boasting can easily 
be perverted in object or the way that it is demonstrated. If we boast on social media about our 
possessions or the good fortune that comes our way then we are boasting incorrectly. Even if we 
humble brag, where we downplay the good things that come to us like, “Yeah my paper got 
accepted for a national conference at Duke but the color of my slides was off.” or “Well I only 
got accepted into 4 out of the 5 universities I applied to.” These are humble brags. If done right 
boasting tells who we belong to. We are the creatures, subject and beholden to the Lord, not the 
material rulers of this world. So we boast in the Lord by saying, “I’ve been sober because of the 
love of Jesus.” or “I’m alive because Jesus saved me.” 
 So we boast in God through the suffering. All humans experience pain. That is a blanket 
statement but it is a true one. If you ever meet a person who doesn’t have pain, physically, 
emotionally or spiritually – I would guess you are talking to an AI. But pain and suffering are 
two different things. Pain is a response to a negative stimuli. Suffering is prolonged exposure to 
pain. Suffering is trial and an opportunity for meaning making. We don’t really like the idea of 
suffering as trial perhaps because of Job, or maybe it’s our fears of failure, or we worry about 
God’s role in our suffering. Here is where Paul makes meaning for us out of suffering. Suffering 
brings endurance, that endurance produces character, and character produces hope which 
demonstrates, provides, shows God’s love for us. 
 If Paul lived in our time he would call this formula resiliency. Faith in Christ produces 
resiliency. Now this might seem like a buzz word to you because it is talked about a lot. Most 
marketplaces, companies, agencies talk about resiliency as a means to resist “burn-out.” The loss 
of meaning and joy at one’s job. But resiliency is actually linked to some of the best performance 
and markers of hope anywhere. And it turns out that you don’t have to be a super-hero to be 
resilient. You don’t have to be a super-Christian to live into the formula that Paul puts forward. 
You, sitting here, right now, you are resilient. 
 You have suffered. You have watched people that you care about die. You have lost jobs. 
You have lost houses. You have been sick. You have had cancer or you will have cancer. You 
have contemplated suicide. You have cheated on your spouse. You have squandered gifts of time 
and money. You worry too much. These are aspects of suffering. Can you boast in them? Can 
you recognize them as part of the human condition? And can you give them over to God? Can 
you give them back? 
 You have endured them. And most of you have come out better on the other side because 
of these sufferings. Now it is not perfect. We all wonder whether or not how we feel on the other 
side of these sufferings is worth it. Was the anxiety worth the peace you have now? Was the 
financial security worth the time away from family? Was the cost too high? Am I really better 



 

off without that person? 
 But what of your character? A tested character? Do you have a story to tell from those 
experiences? And do you have hope? Maybe it is changed? Maybe hope doesn’t look like what 
you thought it did or should look like? 
 Emily Dickinson wrote,  

 
“Hope” is the thing with feathers – 
That perches in the soul – 
And sings the tune without the words – 
And never stops – at all – 
 
And sweetest – in the Gale – is heard – 
And sore must be the storm – 
That could abash the little Bird 
That kept so many warm – 
 
I’ve heard it in the chillest land – 
And on the strangest Sea – 
Yet – never – in Extremity, 
It asked a crumb – of me. 

 
Hope asks something of us. A crumb maybe. A piece of who we are. A peace of who we are. 
Ultimately, I believe we hope that we are loved. That we are good enough as we are. This is part 
of the mystery of life and the Trinity that We are at peace with God and Jesus and that we are 
loved and cared for by the Holy Spirit. As Paul says, “Love is poured into our hearts.” or as some 
translations say, “lavished upon us.” Our souls can be soaked in love. Soaked in this grace and 
peace. 
 Resilience is the ability to bounce back. Think of a rubber ball, you drop the ball and it 
bounces. If you flatten a ball or even drop a paper clip, it doesn’t bounce much or not at all. 
Resilience is the ability to bounce back. Why do some people bounce back and others do not? 
Perhaps it is genetic, there does seem to be a genetic component to it. But it is also the 
disposition and resiliency factors that you have that you can cultivate in your daily life. As Paul 
says, suffering, with Christ by our side, produces endurance, which produces character. So yes 
you suffer, but how long does it take for you to get back/up from that suffering. The word 
perseverance itself comes from the root words of “under” and “remain” - you endure, persevere 
when you remain under. This might be hard to swallow because all of us want our sufferings 
over with yesterday. We don’t want to walk through that valley of the shadow of death. And yet, 
for the Christian there is a sense that you are not alone in that valley. Jesus guarantees us at 
Pentecost that the spirit will not leave or forsake us. The incarnation is complete in Pentecost. 
And if that is true then when we suffer we are not alone. 



 

 It very well might feel like we are alone. For sure, without a shadow of a doubt. In the 
time of trauma we feel like we are all alone. And yet, we see that we are loved and embraced 
even in the trauma and the suffering. Paul speaks in the plural here, not just I but we will hope. 
We will not be disappointed because the Holy Spirit is with us. God empathizes with us in our 
suffering, after all Jesus was not removed from the cross. Jesus had to persevere, endure, go 
through it. We have to endure. There are no easy ways out of it all. 
 The human response to suffering should be empathy. It should be a gathering in of those 
who feel like they are suffering. A provision of hope and a measure of grace by us as individuals 
and the church for those who suffer. As God has lavished love on us, we are called to do the 
same. Godly character is a reflection of God and God’s love. 
 We have the ability thanks to the Holy Spirit to lavish love on our neighbors. So that they 
do not feel the weight of their sufferings and can boast in how God has sent people into their 
world to comfort them. How Christian love has lifted them up. It may be a mystery of how we 
endure, how we persevere, and how we gain perspective on our struggles. But we have this 
formula to fall back on, God the Father, God the Son, and the Holy Spirit are all there providing 
grace to us. And then knowing that through our sufferings we endure and grow in character and 
have a story to share with others thereby releasing our suffering to community and to the love of 
God who was there the whole time. We can be held so tightly by God in arms of peace, grace, 
hope and love even in the face of suffering. So yes, this equation might very well be true. In the 
testing of our character we overcome and we land in the arms that hold us. Arms of love that do 
not disappoint. May it be so for all of us now and always. Amen. 


