Fr Ernest Chau’s Sermon for Remembrance Sunday Evensong,
8 November 2020

The Old Testament reading of Isaiah 65 depicts a suffering-free picture
of a New Heaven and a New Earth. The second reading of Paul’s Letter to
the Romans, Chapter 8 also depicts a suffering-free relationship with Christ,
‘Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?’

A preacher used these two passages for his sermon at a funeral service of
a young and brilliant person who died rather tragically. After the service an
angry attendant of the service approached the preacher and told him off. He
said to the preacher, “You have no idea of what suffering is all about and
how it has inflicted on the family of the deceased.’

I’'m afraid, after the service, some of you may want to tell me off exactly
on the same ground that I have no clue on what I have said on suffering.
However, I still hold the view that, to understand these two passages
correctly, the key is suffering. Isaiah 65 1s about a depiction of what would
happen when captivity and exile come to an end for Israel. In other words,
what salvation would look like when Israel’s fortune is restored by Yahweh.

Whereas Paul’s Epistle to the Romans gives us a glimpse of his view of
Christian life in so far as suffering is concerned. Chapters 5 to 8 are a series
of rising to climaxes on the Christian life. In Chapter 5 it is freedom from
wrath, Chapter 6 freedom from sin, Chapter 7 freedom from the law and
lastly in Chapter 8 it is freedom from death.

If we accept Paul’s autobiographical account in his letters in 1 & 2
Corinthians as well as the account of the Book of Acts, we can say he had
indeed suffered more than almost any other person, and his enemies seem to
have adduced these sufferings as evidence that God could not be on his side.
It 1s very much like the angry attendant of the young man’s funeral service
who questioned the preacher about how he could be so certain that God 1s
still in control of the whole situation. As far as Paul is concerned, I think he
was quite sensitive to his enemies’ using his suffering as an attack that God
had already deserted him.

The last section of Romans 8 has to be understood in the light of the
whole Chapter because Paul surveys the whole problem of suffering in a
new light. For us Christians, we should claim that, in Chapter 8 of Romans,
Paul has written the profoundest passage on suffering in the whole bible.
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Paul’s view of suffering derives from his understanding of the Old
Testament. Suffering may be merely destructive, but it can also be creative.
A part of that creative suffering is the new life comes into being. In today’s
Old Testament reading, a New Heaven and a New Earth can only come
into being after Israel’s exile.

We can think of Christ’s suffering which has brought in the New Age.
We can also think of many Christians who are still persecuted for Christ’s
sake all over the world. We can even think of millions of people suffering in
the present pandemic. The Old Testament passage depicts the animals living
harmoniously among themselves and with humankind, but we must also
think of the dumb suffering of the animals all over the world. And for some,
this 1s the hardest problem of all.

But Paul in Romans Chapter 8 tells us all suffering can be seen as
birth-pangs, and the striving through which, amid the old creation, God 1s
bringing the new into being. If what Paul writes is true, then I think our
understanding of salvation takes on a more splendid perspective. We cannot
simply think of salvation in individualistic term. There is such a thing called
Salvation of the Church, Salvation of the Human Race, Salvation of the
Whole Creation. What that would mean we cannot imagine; Paul just lifts
the curtain for a moment and lets it drop again. Will it be like the depiction
of Isaiah 657 If that 1s the perfection of the world our human mind can grasp,
so be it, but as St. Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:16: ‘For who has known the
mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?’

During this pandemic, it falls to the whole community to suffer; no-one
is exempted. But today’s passages encourage us to think that Christ has
suffered for us, He is with us in our suffering, or rather it 1s He who suffers
in us. Therefore, we need not be afraid, since nothing can separate us from
the indestructible love of God given to us in Him.



