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Kathryn Z. Johnston The Apostle Paul, Politics, Romans 8:18-28 
July 18, 2021 & the Pandemic: Why It’s Okay to Not Be Okay  
 
Romans 8:18-28 
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to 
be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of 
God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 
subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will 
obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been 
groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first 
fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. For in 
hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we 
hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that 
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what 
is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of 
God. We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose. 
 
The Story of God for the children of God… thanks be to God. 
 
A few weeks ago I was working on the last sermon for our “Faces of Our Faith” sermon series – 
the hemorrhaging woman. I have preached on that passage before with the bleeding woman 
and then the interrupting, desperate father; as I was writing I was hitting all of the usual notes – 
Jairus is a religious authority who should not be putting any faith in Jesus, basically a street 
preacher, but his daughter’s ill health and potential death has pushed him to go outside of his 
comfort zone. Faith sometimes requires us to go outside of our comfort zones. 
 
The hemorrhaging woman had every reason to stay back from Jesus, stay out of the way, but 
she too reaches out of her comfort zone… I was clicking along, writing, and then just stopped. It 
was like a wall came down between my pen and the notebook and I remember thinking – you 
know what, we all already are way out of our comfort zones. 
 
The pandemic and politics over the last 15+ months have so many of us in brand new territory 
– how can I preach, “let’s take action!” – when most of us are reeling and looking round asking, 
“Where the heck are we?” 
 
Now… when I hit a wall like that during sermon writing I know better than to force it. I go and 
get a snack or take a shower or walk a dog or two… let the sermon bubble around in my head 
for a little bit… or I check my Instagram.  
 
Surprisingly, the social media check-in actually helped my cause rather than distracting me 
from it as my colleague and former Moderator of the PCUSA, Bruce Reyes-Chow, had posted a 
picture that said: 

There is a difference between being resilient and pretending that we can simply move on 
after the past year+ of political and pandemic trauma. We must take the time to recover. 
To do so is not a gesture of fear or weakness, but an act of courage and power. 
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And so the ending of the sermon took a turn to acknowledging that we are already way out of 
our comfort zone and I plotted out the course of our current sermon series: The Apostle Paul, 
Politics, & the Pandemic: Why It’s Okay to Not Be Okay. 
 
The Apostle Paul was a man larger than life. His letters are brash and boastful. He is a Roman 
citizen and has a genuine conversion experience under his belt. When he writes his first letter 
to the church in Corinth he has lines in it like: Faith, hope, love abide these three. And the 
greatest of these is love (1 Cor. 13:13). 
 
Things change though between the first and second letter. Arguments in the church and the 
surrounding area have created division and in the second letter he’s writing: So I made up my 
mind not to make another painful visit. 
His second letter opens with him using the word “console” ten times…. In only 7 verses. I won’t 
read all 7 but here is the last verse of that section: Our hope for you is unshaken; for we know 
that as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our consolation. 
 
…for we know that as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our consolation. 
 
There’s a bit more empathy there than in the Apostle Paul’s more familiar “suffering to 
endurance to character to hope” montage. Although there, as in today’ text, his point is not that 
hope and triumph in any way, shape, or form rely on us. No, our hope is found in our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ – and the glory that will be revealed to us through Him is something we 
cannot even imagine. 
 
The last verse of today’s hymn echoes this hope: 

Lord, hasten the day when our faith shall be sight, the clouds be rolled back as a scroll, 
The trumpet shall sound and the Lord shall descend; even so it is well with my soul. 

 
According to Paul, the sufferings of this present time are not even worthy of being compared 
with the glory about to be revealed to us. 
 
But what do we do in the meantime? 
 
There’s a story of an old grey-beard sea captain who had made a living ferrying goods and 
people across the English Channel. “Isn’t that dangerous?” someone once asked him.  
“Not at all,” he replied, “provided you don’t learn how to swim.” 
 
Wait… what? 
 
He continued, “When you’re in trouble, if you can swim, you strike out for the shore, and you 
invariably drown. As I can’t swim, I cling to the wreckage, and they send out a helicopter for me. 
So that’s my advice: if you ever find yourself in trouble, cling to the wreckage.” 
 
It is against our fighting spirits, and yet still a good word for us today as we float around in the 
flotsam of a year+ in a pandemic and the jetsam of divisive politics, and out there on the 
horizon it looks like there is another storm coming called the Delta variant. 
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If we turn our backs and try to swim away from our feelings of trauma and grief – we will 
drown. We will be capsized by anger or anxiety or depression or addiction. Don’t try to swim 
away from it. Don’t try to get over it or make it go away quickly – pain and suffering and loss 
are not the kind of things we get to escape – not in a hurry anyway. 
 
But do look around.  
You are not alone. 
 
We are all grieving. We have all gone through and are continuing to go through a collective 
trauma. None of us are going back to the way life used to be. We have lost people, dealt with 
illness, lost jobs, lost stability, lost certainty, lost connections with others. 
 
We have even lost moments in time – the loss of proms, graduations, funerals, weddings, 
reunions, birthdays and anniversary celebrations. 
 
We have lost our bearings… right? I cannot be the only one who is struggling to remember what 
day it is or when something happened that I want to recall or if something happened a week 
ago or sometime in 2020. 
 
(I’m not the only one… right? Right?) 
 
I am not alone. 
You are not alone. 
We are not alone. 
 
In an interview with Carey Nieuwhof and David Kinnamon on their Church Pulse Weekly 
podcast (ep. 53), pastor and author Rick Warren shared with them his deep grief over the death 
of his son, Matthew, who died by suicide. He shared the importance of the community of faith 
that surrounded him and his wife, Kay, during that time. And he shared the importance of 
allowing ourselves to grieve. “Feelings are meant to be felt, not to be stuffed… emotions are 
legitimate… tears aren’t a sign of weakness, they are a sign of love.” 
 
And this, which lines right up with Apostle Paul this morning:  

Being in a place of pain creates an environment of promise. Grief is not something you get 
over, it is something you go through. What I have learned about grief, is that it is a good 
thing. Grief is a gift. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.” 
I can’t receive comfort if I stuff my grief. I can only receive comfort if I feel my grief. Grief is 
a gift from God. It’s how we get through the transitions of life. 

 
From the Apostle Paul:  
We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now… if we hope for what 
we do not see, we wait for it with patience…. 
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that 
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what 
is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of 
God. We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose. 
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Friends, I believe that MPC is being called according to God’s purpose. I admit I do not know 
exactly where our labor pains are leading to, but I think it is a place of inclusion, resiliency, 
courage, and community. I also think that we are not going to get there unless we trust one 
another to keep each other afloat – because it is okay to be the one who is not okay.  
 
Brandi Carlile is a five-time Grammy award winning singer, songwriter, performer and 
producer and in her recent memoir she describes putting together an all-female headlining set 
for the Newport Folk Festival. Now, if you are not into folk music or country music you may not 
have understood that previous sentence, but it was and is a big deal. Newport is known for its 
“moments” – Bob Dylan blew everyone away there in 1965. Johnny Cash introduced Kris 
Kristofferson to the world there in 1970. And a few years ago Brandi Carlile was asked to put 
together a main-stage, all-female headlining show… and she was feeling the pressure. 
 
Her genius idea was to get Dolly Parton to come in and be “the moment” and Dolly Parton 
agreed and sent ahead the arrangements for her songs. None of which took away any pressure. 
As Brandi Carlile tells it: 

Newport was completely in the dark. No one at the festival knew that Dolly Parton was 
coming… Maybe. When they brought Dolly onto the festival site, she was draped in a black 
canvas bag. She made her way through the muddy coastal grass with no part of her visible 
but impossibly high heels and  long brightly colored fingernails. I was in her trailer when 
she took it off. “HI, honey!” she said. “How you doin?!” 

 

 “I bit off more than I can chew!” I blurted out, fighting back nervous tears. 
 

I’ll never forget what happened next... She took my face in her hands and closed her eyes. 
“Alright then… let’s pray,” she said. 

 

When Dolly Parton prayed over me, I believed in God again. Every part of my soul came 
crashing to the earth like it was riding on lightning. I became connected to it again. I 
remembered that I was just a tiny part of that day and that little moment in time. Most 
important, that I was in fact responsible for none of it. Good, bad, or indifferent. The prayer 
is just between me and Dolly. But it was life-affirming and I like to think Dolly prays for all 
of us like that.i 

 
From now on, I too am going to think that Dolly prays for all of us like that.  
We need to pray for each other like that too. 
 
This is hard… all of this is hard… but I know that the Spirit helps us in our weakness… 
intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words… and reminds us that all things work together 
for good. 
 
We are not alone. 
 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit - thanks be to God – Amen. 

 
i Brandi Carlile. Broken Horses: A Memoir. Crown: New York, 2021, p. 286. 


