2nd Corinthians (overview II)


Suffering & Comfort


June 5, 2016
It is good to be back among you.  When I am away I do miss my home, my work, and my church.   Still, my hike and brief touring were very rewarding.  A bit later this summer I will synthesize my journal reflections and pictures into a Sunday morning presentation.    As a preview, though, and related to today’s book study of 2nd Corinthians any trek will have times of suffering and comfort.   Consolation happens when the stitching on one’s hiking boots falls apart and a Romanian guest worker at an isolated hotel swaddles the wounded boots in duct tape.  Comfort comes with a long drink of water after having slogged up a hill.  Comfort comes with encouraging words from a traveling companion.  These are aspects of consolation I experienced in the last few weeks.  What gives you comfort at this stage of your journey?
I am mindful that we have Syrian refugees among us today, and that their suffering and comfort eclipse the examples from my hike.  Some of you have seen the pictures over the last few weeks—horrific.   Hundreds dead as a result of capsized boats; children orphaned; etc..,..  Most of our struggles pale in comparison to civil war, destroyed houses, summary executions, harrowing sea crossings, and refugee camps.  These encounters are more akin to that which the Apostle Paul endured.  This is not meant to minimize the suffering we in North America experience, rather to put our suffering into perspective with hardship millions endure.  And still, suffering as well as comfort are a part of each person’s journey—on a hike, during immigration, or in our walk of faith.  I come back to the question in our bulletin:  what gives us comfort?
Ten times in verses 3-10 Paul invokes the term translated as either “comfort” or “consolation”.   He uses it fourteen more times in the remainder of the book.  Clearly, consolation was on his mind when he wrote the Corinthian congregation.  This theme within 2nd Corinthians seems the perfect opportunity to reflect upon suffering and comfort.   So let us get into it by exploring the biblical context.
Paul’s Context of Suffering and Comfort
Three times Paul was shipwrecked and sent adrift in the same Mediterranean waters that have recently swallowed so many migrants.  In addition Paul had been, literally speaking, pummelled to within an inch of his life.  In 2nd Corinthians 11 he wrote that he had been repeatedly flogged, lashed, and beaten with rods.  Paul had been beaten by both Synagogue and state.   Even though he was a Roman citizen (see Acts 16.37) he experienced the rod (11.25)—“a Roman punishment (see Acts 16:22-23, 37-39) that was not supposed to be administered to Roman citizens” (Ibid, 22).  The application of forty lashes minus one by religious leadership harkened back to Deuteronomy 25.3, a guideline given to Israel for the settlement of disputes.   According to Paul, he endured the whip on five separate occasions, which means he was regularly before the ecclesial courts.  From this we must deduce that he endured social dislocation in addition to the physical punishment.   He was a Roman citizen whom Rome did not recognize.  He was a Jew who the Synagogue did not accept.   To counter his disenfranchisement from both Rome and Synagogue Paul claims a citizenship in God’s kingdom.  This may seem a linguistic trick, but it is a deep theological position which really makes a difference.  

Paul’s difficulties with Roman and Jewish authorities were compounded by the fact that Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian congregation was strained.  This is a second area in which Paul seeks some consolation, some comfort.   It is one thing to endure condemnation from groups seen as “external” but quite another to feel judged by a group one looks to for support.  Paul had been challenged and attacked theologically by some within the Corinthian church.  This confrontation precipitated an “angry letter” from Paul to the congregation instructing them to discipline the offending members.   (up to 5 letters contribute to what we now call 1st and 2nd Corinthians according to J. Paul Sampley, “2nd Corinthians” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, (commentary volume, XI), pp. 5-9).   Part of the intent behind our 2nd letter to Corinth is Paul’s attempt to begin patching up the wounds.   Most of us know all too well the pain caused by strained relationships.  Interpersonal tensions and unresolved conflict cause suffering.   To be comforted Paul wrote of forgiveness.  Paul grounds the forgiveness which is good for us upon God’s ministry of reconciliation (5.11-21).  Because God has chosen to be reconciled with us, we have no choice but to work at reconciliation among ourselves.  In very straight talk Paul likens an unwillingness to forgive as being “outwitted by Satan”.  In essence, grudge holding is a tool of the Evil One.
In the later chapters of 2nd Corinthians we learn of a third burden which plagues Paul.  Paul lives with a “thorn in the flesh” (12.7-10).  Speculation on the specific nature of Paul’s thorn abound.  Truth be told we don’t know or can ever know his specific affliction.  Maybe it was a chronic physical condition and maybe it was a spiritual issue.  And like Paul, many of us live with some affliction which simply does not go away.  Maybe it is mental health, maybe it is an addiction, maybe it is a sleep disorder, maybe it is a personality trait.  Thorns in the flesh are as common today as they were back then.   And they hurt.  The interesting piece of this puzzle is that for Paul precisely naming the thorn is not important.  As vague as Paul is about the nature of his thorn in the flesh he is specific about his comfort.   He found meditation upon God’s grace to be sufficient for his personal affliction. 

General Reflection on Paul in his Context of Suffering and Comfort:  In working with this 2nd Corinthians theme of suffering and consolation I have been taken with the absence of Pauline entitlement.  Too often we cry out to God because the pastor, the administrator, the Bishop in Winnipeg don’t see things our way, or because this or that political party is behaving badly, or because a storm threatens our boat, or because we again encounter the thorn in the flesh.  We cry out expecting God to take care of these problems, and we lash out against God when our plan does not conform to God’s plan.  This is not how Paul proceeds and I find it amazing.  The guy suffers shipwrecks.  The guy suffers the Roman rod.  The guy suffers lashing from Jewish leadership.  The guy suffers internal criticism from his congregation.  The guy suffers a thorn in the flesh, whatever that is.  And still no rant against God?  Does our Christology, our understanding of Jesus Christ, make a difference in how we come to terms with hardship and death?  You better believe it does.  Jesus, the head of the body, experienced all sorts of tension, rejection ultimately resulting in crucifixion.  Paul frequently referenced the death and resurrection of Jesus.  The implication is that we who follow after can expect to face suffering in life, comfort from God, and resurrection from all things that kill us.  This understanding of Jesus Christ and discipleship to him undercuts the structures of self pity and entitlement we too often construct for ourselves.
Case Studies of Suffering and Comfort
I openly admit that I have not suffered the way Jesus, St. Paul, or our refugees have suffered.  I also believe our faith points us in healthy directions regardless of our circumstances.  So, I offer you case studies from my life, lame as they are.

I do not always sleep through the night.  Perhaps it is the effect of jet lag, but in these last two weeks my body has been waking up around 3:00 am.  There is a solitary robin which starts signing about this hour.  His cheery song does nothing for my frustrations of being awake; I must work to not resent this bird.  Sometimes I am able to catch a quick nap before morning and other days I toss and turn until 5:00 which I consider the earliest acceptable hour to get up.  Those who experience regular wakefulness know the challenge it is to remain positive in these hours.  For me there is a correlation between sleep deprivation, impatience and judgmentalism.  During these night vigils it is this congregation, NPMC, which keeps me from devolving into a complete crank.  How do you ask?  Well, I have the names of our church directory more or less committed to memory.  I work my way alphabetically through the families of the church.  I think of you as your names come up:  your joys, sorrows, hopes.  I pray and then move down the list.  If I fall asleep I just resume at the stopping point the next bout of sleeplessness.  It is what I would do if at some point I were ever in jail or held hostage or were confined to a hospital bed.  In the loneliness of the night time hours God’s people do not leave me alone; I am comforted.  God gives us community to comfort us and also focus us in our suffering.  What are the communities in your life with give comfort and focus you in your times of suffering?

At one time or another we all find ourselves citizens of a distasteful government.  Back in my U.S. days one of the Bushes had been re-elected President and I found myself despairing.  The public sector had been gutted, military expenditures were being increased, jobs were being outsourced, and the American public had voted the bum back in.  I took a seat on a bench along the Mississippi River.   I took in the trees and flowing current which has flowed for centuries.   I began to remember my citizenship in God’s larger realm.  The river and trees, too, had seen travesties.   Just downstream at Pike Island they had seen the Chippewa massacred.  Just upstream they had seen the ugly working conditions in the flour mills, woolen mills, and steel mills during the industrial revolution.  They have lived with being a tailings pond and sewage lagoon.  And still the river runs and the aspen lives.  It dawned on me that in the worst case scenario—that we annihilate ourselves—this river will likely keep flowing.  It might even do better than it is now.  The endurance and steadfastness of nature comforted me.  We have a citizenship which goes beyond the horrors of this world.  Do we claim it often enough?

I have visited Lora Mae Epp several times the past few weeks.  For those who do not know she is in palliative care at home.  She talked about the day they said her condition was such they could not operate or significantly lengthen her life.  Lora Mae said she had always wondered how she would react if this day would come.  In her Oklahoman drawl she said, “I had peace.  God gave me peace.”   A habit of being in relationship with God and Jesus Christ, I would suggest, has made her transition to the life after this life easier.  She doesn’t know what will come next, but she has learned to trust.  Relationship with the Lord of the living and dead gives comfort.

Suffering happens.  Where will we find our comfort and consolation?  May God grant us the wisdom to know where to look for trust in the midst of uncertainty; hope in the midst of despair; and courage in the midst of fear.  Amen.
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