
1 
 

Kathryn Z. Johnston The Apostle Paul, Politics, Romans 5:1-8 
July 11, 2021 & the Pandemic: Psalm 13 
 Why It’s Okay to Not Be Okay 
 
Psalm 13 
How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me? 
How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day long? How long shall 
my enemy be exalted over me? 
Consider and answer me, O LORD my God! Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, 
and my enemy will say, “I have prevailed”; my foes will rejoice because I am shaken. 
But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 
I will sing to the LORD, because he has dealt bountifully with me. 
 
Romans 5:1-8  
“Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; 
and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 
And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings,  
knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, 
 and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us,  
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to 
us.  
For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 
Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person –  
though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. 
But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” 
 
This is the Word of the Lord… 
 
I’m worried about you. 
I’m worried about me too. 
 
Really, I’m worried about all of us. 
 
I’m worried that we are so determined to get back to “normal” – that we’re not going to allow 
ourselves to feel and process just how traumatic everything we’ve been through since March of 
2020 actually has been. The pandemic, racial injustice, economic insecurity, political 
polarization, misinformation, and general daily uncertainty are not what our bodies and brains 
and hearts are built for – not for the long term, anyway.  
 
Even those of us, and this may be most of us, who did not suffer economically or physically from 
the pandemic, won’t be the same. Familiar spaces will always look different and feel different 
than they did in July of 2019. Even if your immediate family circle somehow was not impacted, 
you do not have to go too far to find something that is different and won’t be going back to the 
way it was.   
 
You are sitting in an example of this. The physical changes in this space are positive ones, but 
they too are a mark that things will not ever be the way they were in 2019 – back then we had 
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gray tile under our feet, a faint pink on the walls… and people we are now missing in the pews. 
Whether they are no longer here because of COVID or death from another cause or politics or 
indifference or The Great Mask Debate – in some ways does not even matter. They are not here. 
And that is a loss that we need to let ourselves feel. 
 
Not giving ourselves space to feel our feels can lead to anxiety and depression, short-
temperedness, and addiction as we seek to numb out rather than deal with the burdens we are 
carrying. 
 
And yet… there is something about living into the label of being a “good Christian” that can push 
against giving permission for feelings. We are not immune to the siren song of the prosperity 
gospel – if we admit things are not great, does that mean we have waivered in our faith? What 
about the whole Puritan “stiff upper lip” thing? What about this very passage from the Apostle 
Paul? I mean if anyone knew about suffering, it was him. One of his letters to the Church in 
Corinth listed these sufferings: Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus 
one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three times I was shipwrecked; 
for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from 
bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the 
wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through 
many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked. And, besides other 
things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches (2 Corinthians 11:24-
28). 
 
The same guy who suffered all of that, gave us this: 
…but we also boast in our sufferings,  
knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, 
 and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us,  
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to 
us.  
 
So shouldn’t we suck it up a little bit? 
 
I admit I struggle with Paul’s high-mindedness around suffering. I think it comes heretically 
close to the idea that God inflicts us with challenges in order to make us stronger. And yet, I 
understand the mindset of digging deep into the idea that our afflictions are part of God’s plan 
and therefore we must engage in the fight – suffering produces endurance, endurance produces 
character, character produces hope…  
 
In an episode of Downton Abbey Lady Edith Crawley is jilted at the altar. Devastated, she weeps 
on the bed in her wedding gown. Her mother, Cora, comes to comfort her daughter saying, “You 
are being tested. And being tested only makes you stronger.” 
Edith replies, “I don’t think it’s working on me.” 
 
She took the words right out of my mouth. Suffering producing patience, endurance, character, 
and hope: sounds idyllic, not necessarily realistic. I do not think it’s working on me, Paul, nor on 
those who weep in wedding gowns… or hospital gowns either. A colleague of mine wrote, “I 
want to type up this passage and put it in my own Anthology of Unhelpfulness right between 
“What a wonderful opportunity to grow” and “That which doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.i”  
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I think our reaction to Paul’s words comes from the places where they have been misconstrued 
and abused:  
when to the act of senseless violence, someone says there is a “reason;”  
when to the grief that is more than one could possibly bear, we say “God doesn’t give you more 
than you can handle;”  
when to the exhausting journey of the soul, it is said that “God is teaching a lesson.”  
 
If what Paul is saying is akin to this nonsense, I do not see Gospel in that. Jesus wept when he 
heard about the death of his friend Lazarus, even though he knew there was a reason for that, 
and the bringing back to life of his friend was used as a lesson that is still taught to this day. 
 
I do not think there is Gospel in suffering in this earthly kingdom for the sake of martyrdom 
itself. But I do believe there is Gospel in this passage.   
 
This text from Paul boldly claims that we are made right with God, but not by our own 
production; this text radically claims that we stand in grace, but not by our own achievement; 
this text  miraculously claims that God’s love is poured on us, but we do not hold the pitcher.  
 
Paul’s words about suffering are lodged in a conversation about justification of people:  

not of people who are strong, and character-filled and hopeful, but justification of people 
who are weak, and broken and in despair. That’s who Jesus died for. Jesus died for 
people who strive for endurance, who try to be independent and strong, and who cannot 
be. Jesus died for people who try to have good character in the midst of bad 
circumstances, but who fall short again and again.ii 

 
In other words, Paul’s words about suffering are for people dealing with a pandemic, racial 
injustice, economic insecurity, political polarization, misinformation, and general daily 
uncertainty. 
 
It is these people – us - who find their place in peace.  
It is these people – us - who have their footing on something solid: the love of God, the grace of 
Christ, the assurance of the Holy Spirit that they are included in the great redemption.   
 
And that, I think, is Paul’s point.  
 
Faith does not protect us from the suffering of life. Everyday people wake up with their own 
sadness. It does sometimes feel like the bottom drops out. But, by the grace of God, we will 
always, always land on something solid.  
 
Quaker William Penn said: “We cannot fall beneath the arms of God. However low we fall they 
are still underneath us.”  
 
Paul says we have obtained access to the grace in which we stand.  
 
Well, maybe we’re not standing: perhaps we are merely crawling, or curling up in the fetal 
position, or stomping our feet, or just lying there exhausted from it all---but there is ground 
there, there is support there, there is something there, someone there, there is grace that holds 
us up.  
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My prayer for all of us is that we can give ourselves permission to not be okay. We have all been 
through trauma, we must acknowledge and care for ourselves in that trauma, or suffer the 
consequences of not paying attention to our feels.  
 
How do we do that? 

1) Face your feelings. Give yourself space to check in with yourself. We are really good at 
running from one thing to another so that we don’t have a chance to have feelings. Does 
the idea of sitting still for five minutes with no radio or podcast or book or beverage or 
anything to do in front of you make you nervous? Try it… Facing your feelings head-on is 
important because you want to be able to take care of them in a way that helps you 
move forward. 
  

2) Don’t isolate yourself. Reach out to friends or family or your pastor. 
 

3) Seek professional help – counselors and therapists are literally people you pay to listen 
to what’s going on in your heart. 
 

4) Exercise. Yes, it’s true that exercise can be a way that we distract ourselves from our 
feelings, but it can also be a way to help us move into this new way of living and being. 
Deep breathing, gentle stretching, and long walks are all good choices for our bodies and 
our brains. 
 

5) Of course exercise pairs up with this one – listen to your body. Get your sleep. Rest. Do 
things that make you happy. Don’t let “late night you” punish “need to wake up with the 
alarm” you. Eat healthy and well. 
 

6) Pay attention to your alcohol intake. This is a tricky one, and a sneaky one. If you’re 
using alcohol or any other addictive behavior to numb the emotions or forget things, 
that can easily become a habit that continues as long as there’s stress in your life. And 
there’s always stress in our lives. 
 

7) Get back into your routine or find a routine. This is one I lived out exactly a year ago. A 
year ago, as a staff we down-shifted into an easier approach to putting together the 
worship services and since it was July, when there aren’t a lot of meetings anyway, and 
we were all isolated from one another, I got out of any kind of routine and I sunk fast. 
Returning to a regular schedule, or creating a regular schedule (not an overwhelming 
one), can really help us feel our feels in a healthy way. 
 

8) Meditate. Even if you’re unfamiliar with meditation, turning inward to ease stress can 
help. Deep breathing or focusing on your exhale can help ease your mind and relax you. 
Focus your attention on breathing or on parts of your body while you meditate. That can 
keep your brain from thinking about your stress. This doesn’t  mean you have to become 
a meditation guru/Instagram influencer. Keep it simple: Breathe in for 8 seconds… hold 
for 8 seconds… exhale for 8 seconds… hold for 8 seconds… repeat. 
 

Suffering.  Endurance.  Character.  Hope.  
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Paul isn’t offering us a linear road map. These are not step by step directions on beating the 
things that hurt us the most. Rather than directions, these words are a testimony - a testimony 
that there is a hope that we do not have to earn.  
 
It’s okay to not be okay. We have obtained access to the grace in which we stand. We are 
drenched in God’s love that is poured out on us… simply by being Beloved Children of God. 
 
“We cannot fall beneath the arms of God. However low we fall they are still underneath us.”  
 
 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit - thanks be to God – Amen. 

 
i Suffering, Endurance, Character, Hope: Romans 5: 1-11. Journal for Preachers, Lent 2005 
ii Maryann McKibben Dana, pg. 35-36  


