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A guy sits at the bar just staring at his drink when a big truck driver steps up next to him, takes his drink, and gulps it down.  The guy starts crying.  The burly truck driver then says, “Come on, man, I was just messing you around. Here, I'll buy you another drink. Don't cry about it!”  

The guy says, “You don't understand. This has been the worst day of my life. First, I sleep late, and when I get to my office, my boss fires me. When I get to the parking lot, I find out my car has been stolen. I get a cab home, and when I get there, I remember I left my wallet and credit cards in my desk at work. The cab driver doesn't believe me, and beats me up. When I finally go in the house, I find my wife in bed with the next-door neighbor. So I come to this bar, and just when I'm thinking about ending it all, you show up and drink my poison.”

I’m not sure who’s in more trouble here.

Life happens. Sometimes it happens slowly. Sometimes it happens quickly. More often than not, nothing particularly exciting is going on, but when we least expect it, storms can hit and our formerly predictable world can collapse all around us.

This morning we read the beginning of a story of a time when David’s life began to unravel. David had risen from obscurity to favor when he killed Goliath. He quickly gained a position of military power, and a reputation for success. David was in fact so successful that he earned the wrath of his benefactor, King Saul. Saul felt threatened by David’s popularity. As time progressed Saul became increasingly paranoid and erratic, and his suspicion of David increased. David’s life was saved only by his close friendship with Saul’s son Jonathan. David came to Jonathan with his fears, and in the part of the story we didn’t read this morning (which I encourage you to read on your own) Jonathan was able find out what his father planned to do and warn David. David’s life was spared, but he was forced to flee, and so began a period of wandering and uncertainty.
We know that God was faithful to David. We also know that David sometimes blew it colossally, like he did with Bathsheba, but God never abandoned him. Through good times and bad, during times of undeserved persecution as well as times of self-inflicted catastrophe, God was there. We know the whole story from beginning to end. But when David was in the middle of everything he couldn’t see the outcome. He was living it. It is hard to find any kind of perspective when the storm is swirling all around us and we can’t see two feet ahead.
Often it is during times of crisis that we question the meaning of our lives. Life stops making sense. Our anchors have been pried loose and we feel adrift. The apostle Paul describes one such time to the members of the Corinthian Church. He tells of the “troubles” experienced in the province of Asia, where, he says, “We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired of life itself. Indeed,” he said, “we felt we had received the sentence of death.” This is a serious crisis. To be:
· Under great pressure
· Far beyond our ability to endure, and
· Despairing of life itself
is as bad as it gets.


I am deliberately reversing the order of the two paragraphs we read from II Corinthians this morning for a reason, because it is the second paragraph that explains the first. It gives the context. Paul was writing words of encouragement from personal experience. Although we don’t know exactly what happened to Paul and those he was travelling with, it is likely the Corinthians did because he doesn’t describe the situation specifically. Were they caught in a riot? Were they imprisoned, starved and threatened with death? Did they become life-threateningly ill due to an epidemic? We don’t know. What we do know is that Paul believed death to be a distinct possibility, and he felt pushed beyond his limits. But even under these dire circumstances Paul found something positive. He says, “But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.”

When we are pushed to the edge of our endurance we have a few options. We can completely collapse. We can try to pull up strength from within ourselves, but even if we are exceptionally strong, that has a limit. Eventually it will run out. Or we can turn to God whose grace is infinite. Even turning to God does not mean that things will be easy. What it means is that it will be possible, possible for us to endure and come out the other side stronger. When we rely on our own strength we break. When we rely on God we are transformed.


Going back to Paul’s first paragraph we find him praising God, the God of compassion and all comfort, “who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God.” Because we receive comfort and strength from God, we can extend the same to others. The term “comfort” is paraklēsis in Greek, the same word used for the Holy Spirit, the comforter. It literally means “to come alongside.” A comforter in the biblical sense is not a sentimental granny offering kind but ineffectual words. The term comes from the legal system and was commonly used to describe an advocate who rendered legal aid, comfort, and guidance. This person had experience and skill, which is exactly what we gain when we have been through suffering. Those who can help the most are generally those who have been through the most.

Paul knew that the Corinthians would face persecution and hardship just as he did, but there are more types of suffering than persecution. Persecution just happened to be top of the list in the first few centuries of the church. Paul was able to praise God who comforted him and his companions in their troubles, however, so that he was able to comfort others in any type of trouble. The word Paul used for this suffering, thlipsis, originally meant “to squeeze or crush” in a physical sense, but it came to be used to describe emotional trauma. Most of us sitting here today know what that feeling of being squeezed or crushed by life is. 


Two things struck me as I was pondering and praying this week about these words of Paul. The first is pragmatic. When the storm hits we need to hang on for dear life and drop anything non- essential. The second is an enduring truth. When we hang on and hold fast to God in the whirlwind we will be forever changed for the good. Our struggle will one day be a blessing to others.

Point one: if we’re honest, most of us have unresolved theological questions. Here is a very freeing piece of information. During a crisis is not the time to deal with them. We do not have to figure everything out first before we can go to God for strength and comfort. We can put on a mental shelf all of those questions about evolution and creation, the age of the earth, Noah’s ark, homosexuality, the problem of evil and whether or not children India who have never heard the gospel will be saved. Chances are pretty good we’re asking the wrong questions anyway. We do not have to have every intellectual inconsistency smoothed over and figured out before we can come to God. We can just come to God, admit that we haven’t got a clue, and ask for help.


Point two: if we hang on to ourselves, another person, drugs, alcohol or any other form of escape, the result will not be pretty. If we hang on to God, the result will be transforming and strengthening. Recently a member of the congregation sent me the following story that illustrates the point perfectly:

A young woman was telling her mother how hard her life was. She didn’t know how she was going to make it and wanted to give up. She was tired of fighting and struggling. It seemed that as soon as she solved one problem, a new one arose. Her mother took her into the kitchen. She filled three pots with water. In the first pot, she placed carrots, in the second, she placed eggs, and in the last one, she put ground coffee beans. She let them sit and boil without saying a word. After about 20 minutes, she turned off the burners. She fished the carrots out and placed them in a bowl. She pulled the eggs out and placed them in a bowl. Then she ladled the coffee out and placed it in a bowl. Then she turned to her daughter, she asked, “What do you see?” 
“Carrots, eggs and coffee,” the daughter replied. 
The mother brought her closer and asked her to feel the carrots. She did, noting that they had become soft. The mother then asked her to take an egg and break it. Pulling off the shell, she observed the hard-boiled egg. Finally, the mother asked her to sip the coffee. The daughter smiled as she tasted its richness. 
“But what's the point, mom?” the daughter asked. 
Her mother explained that each of these things had faced the same adversity—boiling water—but each reacted differently. The carrot went in strong, hard and unrelenting. But subjected to the boiling water, it became weak. It had seemed strong, but with pain and adversity, it became soft. Some people are proud of their own strength and try to handle every crisis that comes their way with human power alone, but eventually adversity takes its toll. The fragile egg on the other hand, had an outer shell to protect its liquid interior. But after going through the boiling water, it became hard inside. Like the egg there are those who start out with a flexible heart, but that changes with the heat of life. A loss, a breakup, a financial hardship or some other trial, makes them hardened and stiff. The shell looks the same from the outside, but the inside is tough and hardened. But the ground coffee beans were completely different. When they were in the boiling water, they transformed the water. The coffee bean was able to use being ground and placed in hot water, the very circumstances that bring pain, to transform itself and the water. 
There are times in everyone’s life when we feel overwhelmed. Whatever our problem is, it feels too much for us. We’re told God won’t give us any more than we can bear, but we’re sure God made a mistake this time. But if we hang on to the source of life, comfort, mercy and grace, we will make it through. If we turn to the one unchanging force in the universe, God, we will in fact do more than survive, we will thrive, and when the storm has passed, we will find that we have been changed for the good. Amen. 
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