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Working Through Suffering
Last time I was before you I spoke about some of the big questions that challenge our faith. I described how I have accepted that many questions will remain unanswered and that I have made the decision to move forward in faith. That sounds nice, but Jesus is pretty clear in the Bible that faith is about more than an intellectual exercise. It should impact how I live my life. One of the tough questions I have wrestled with which is pretty universal is the challenge of suffering and how do we move on when we experience it. I had prepared some initial thoughts on this topic, and at Patrick’s suggestion have incorporated them into the theme of worship and work which others have been sharing on in recent weeks. What I will attempt to talk about today is some of my experience in working through issues of suffering and how it links to my vocation. What I will say does not necessarily have universal application to all people and situations, I hope it will hold some meaning for you but not everyone will find a similar viewpoint. Everyone's journey is different.
I should say first that I use the term suffering somewhat reluctantly. When I think of suffering what comes to my mind are extreme situations such as someone living in severe poverty or experiencing the horrors of war. Most of us in this room likely will not experience things quite on that level. However, that is not meant to diminish the very difficult times that inevitably come with this life. The experience of hardship, pain, hurt, grief etc. is a part of the human condition that we all share. The form that it comes in or the intensity may be different, but we all need to figure out how to deal with the difficult times that we go through and fit that in to our own faith journey. 
My experiences in this respect have primarily come through my injury and the years that have followed living with a significant physical disability. I became a quadriplegic in an accident while playing hockey when I was 17 years old and in my grade 12 year at RJC. I had been very active in all kinds of things - church, school, friends, and especially sports. Suddenly I was lying in a hospital bed completely unable to move. I had no concept of the future that was in front of me and what it would be like to not be able to do the things I loved, much less having to rely on others for the very basics of life. In the following months after graduation when my friends were experiencing new freedoms and planning their futures, I had my independence taken away and was instead thinking about all of the things I would never do again. The thought of having a meaningful career at that point was simply not something I could contemplate. The first year or so after my accident was a difficult time as I tried to process some of these things and come to a point where I could move forward with my life instead of always looking behind. 
For me a huge factor in doing that has been the importance of perspective. My favourite illustration of the use of perspective is found in a book of photographs put together by photographer Carl Hiebert called “Gift of Wings”. Unfortunately I wasn't able to get permission to project the particular picture I speak of on the screen, but we will pass it through the pews as I am speaking. I’m sure some of you would have been at the RJC fundraising supper in 1998 where Carl spoke.  Carl is a paraplegic who learned to fly an ultra-light airplane after his accident and became the first person to fly one across Canada.  For those of you who don’t know what an ultra-light plane looks like, it is essentially a glorified hang glider with a small one-person cockpit, usually open air, and a small engine behind the pilot. This configuration provides for a much more intimate flying experience. On Carl’s flight across Canada he took thousands of photographs from his plane of what he was witnessing below him. The particular photo that is being passed around is a bit difficult to describe, but kind of like an ink blot test you would probably get a lot of different answers from people if you asked them what the image looks like.  Fried eggs is what comes to my mind. What it actually is is the aeration pond of a pulp and paper mill viewed from directly above, where effluent is being sprayed up a centre pipe and blown by the wind to create the pattern we see from overhead.
In the book Carl talks about how his different perspective from up in the air could change how he viewed what he was photographing, and how this illustrates his philosophy of the importance of how you look at a situation.  Scenes which from the ground might have been barely noticeable or ugly (effluent discharge generally doesn't make for scenic photography), suddenly became interesting or even beautiful when seen from a different perspective.  He writes this: “Each day of my life begins in pain - chronic, frustrating, relentless pain that has no logical medical explanation.  How I long to awaken just one day and be free of pain.  There appear to be no solutions, however, so the issue once again becomes one of choice.  Do I focus on the pain and the outrageous injustice of it all, or do I focus on the opportunities that are still there despite the hurt?  It is only with the daily raw resolve to push past the pain that I open myself and am able to extract the most from the days potential.  One of our major challenges in life is the need to move past the questions that have no answers and realize we are still responsible for our journey.”
It is often said that “everything happens for a reason”.  While I believe that when this phrase is used it is a well-intentioned attempt to explain the age old question of why bad things happen, the problem I have with it is it implies that God is directing the painful events we experience. When someone is in the midst of hurting it is probably not helpful to suggest that what they are experiencing is due to past sins or was caused by God to teach them some kind of cosmic lesson. I have a somewhat different philosophy: that for reasons beyond our understanding we will all experience pain, hardship or suffering; but if we call on God He will be with us to help us through these experiences and can make positives come out what may seem like bleak situations. 
Living life as a quadriplegic is certainly not something I would have chosen for myself, and in a lot of ways it is as lousy as you might imagine it to be. But I can also think of all the positive experiences I have had, people I have met, and things I have learned that have greatly enriched my life. I would not be the person I am today without all that I have experienced. And that can flow into the lives of others. I still have not only the potential, but the responsibility, to make a positive contribution to the lives of other people. And if I am fortunate enough to do that, with God’s help, maybe things look a little different from the bird’s eye view. Even beautiful.
So how do I tie this into vocation? A large aspect of my recovery involved attending university with the goal of finding some kind of meaningful employment. I wanted in some way to be able to make a contribution This path led me through law school and eventually to a job as a lawyer with the federal Department of Justice in the area of civil litigation. Now I can hear the lawyer jokes that are flipping through your brains after I said that and you are all asking yourselves how that qualifies as a job that makes a positive contribution. Despite the stereotypical view of lawyers and the surveys in which lawyers consistently rank as one of the least respected professions, if I may speak in defence of my profession for a moment my experience has been that the vast majority of lawyers approach their work with integrity and the genuine goal of filling a necessary and important role.
There are many ways in which lawyers do this, for me the idea of public service was appealing. Rather than working with individual clients, I provide legal advice to different branches of the federal government and represent them in court proceedings. The idealized view is that my colleagues and I offer our skills in an effort to make Canada a better place. For the most part I believe that is true. The people I work with are hard-working, honourable and dedicated to representing Canada in the best possible way.
Having said that, the history of the Department of Justice is not all virtuous. For example, laws put in place and enforced by the department are part of the tragic story of the colonization and oppression of indigenous peoples. In my own work I wonder at times whether I am playing the role of the big bad government lawyer as opposed to a champion of the oppressed. My work is wide-ranging, but part of it involves responding on behalf of the government to court applications brought by individuals attempting to obtain status in Canada, sometimes as temporary or permanent residents and sometimes as refugees. I recently was assigned a file involving a claim for refugee protection by an individual with the last name spelled G-O-D. That's right, God had applied to come to Canada and had been denied. The metaphor was not lost on me. I believe strongly in the invocation in Matthew 25 to see Jesus in the least of these, in the biblical call to welcome the stranger, and the work that MCC and this church have done to assist people and families in terrible situations come to Canada for a better life. How do I reconcile that with acting on behalf of a government that sometimes has to say no to people who make such a claim? I struggle with that sometimes. 
In past weeks both Cory Neudorf and Peter Guenther talked about justice by referring to Micah 6:8. The concept of justice called for in the Old Testament and embodied in Jesus means more than just arriving at the correct legal decision, it speaks to a broader vision where there is no more inequity and suffering  I am not naïve enough to believe that the system I am a part of always ends up in such an outcome. My nice message about turning pain and hardship into something positive for others doesn't necessarily have a straight-line, there are times I have doubts about whether my work actually does that. I think a lot of us probably wonder sometimes whether we are living up to what God has called us to. As a Department of Justice we are trying to do better. Our Minister and department leaders are now heavily involved in the process of forging a new nation to nation relationship with indigenous peoples to work towards reconciliation of past wrongs. In my own work I try to approach it with the biblical perspective of justice in mind so that my goal is not "to win" but to participate in a way that is consistent with my Christian values. Where those internal doubts about my role arise I need to be conscious of how God is calling me to act. I strive to make my faith a part of my work, as imperfectly as I do so.
I am grateful for the gift of work, it has been important in my journey working through suffering and I pray is part of the positive contribution I make to others. The characters in the Bible also dealt with the theme of suffering and what to make of it. The passage that was read from Phillipians was written by the Apostle Paul from jail.  Paul knew a little bit about suffering related to his vocation. He had been severely persecuted for his preaching, thrown into prison, and left alone. He had plenty of reasons to lament of his situation. He did not let that deter him from his work. I don't imagine that Paul could have contemplated God would use his words to impact people around the world for the next 2000 years. Our own experiences will not be nearly as far-reaching, and I don’t think God expects us all to be itenerant preachers who suffer persecution. But we each have the capacity to try to use our circumstances, even the negative ones, to impact the lives of others. Sometimes that will be in small ways and sometimes in bigger ways. I believe if we call on God He will be with us on this journey, and may take it to places we would not have thought possible.

As I did last time I spoke, I would like to close with a prayer (paraphrased version) taken from the Book of Common Prayer:
Almighty God our heavenly Father, who declared your glory and showed us your handiwork in the heavens and in the earth: Deliver us, we ask, in our various occupations 
from the service of self alone, that we may do the work which you give us to do in truth and beauty and for the common good; for the sake of him who came among us as one who serves, your Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
