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Year B, Proper 5, June 10, 2012 

  First, I want to thank my husband for most of the ideas in this sermon today! The 

Word is the Word. 

 

 On the first three days of June each year, the Church remembers Justin Martyr, the 

Martyrs of Lyons, and the Martyrs of Uganda.  All of these saints literally died for their faith; 

Justin and the Lyons Martyrs died at the hands of the Romans in the second century, and the 

Ugandan Martyrs were killed by a jealous tribal chieftain in the late eighteen hundreds. Just this 

week in a daily Alpha email, Nicki Gumble describes the martyrdom of several South Korean 

Missionaries in Afghanistan in 2007. 

 

 The accounts of all of their martyrdoms are inspiring and humbling. I have often 

wondered if I would have the courage to face death for my faith.  I have also asked myself what 

it was that gave these people the ability to persevere in obedience, even to death. For that matter, 

what is it that gives any Christian, including all of us, the ability to live life one day at a time, 

trying to be as faithful as we possibly can?  It’s with these questions in mind that I came to this 

morning's readings from scripture.  I believe that Paul, in the passage we heard from his Second 

Letter to the Corinthians, responds to these questions and even provides us with an answer. 

 

 In verse sixteen of today's passage Paul wrote that he did "not lose heart."  This isn’t 

something Paul would have written if he had not been tempted to do just that!  And why might 

he have been tempted to lose heart?  Actually, for many reasons.  Paul experienced a lot of 

suffering.  Later in his Second Letter to the Corinthian Church he listed some of his sufferings 

(11:24-28): "Five times I have received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one.  Three 

times I have been beaten with rods; once I was stoned.  Three times I have been shipwrecked; a 

day and a night I have been adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger 

from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in 

the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many a 

sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.  And, apart from 

other things, there is the daily pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches." 

 

 Paul suffered physically as he pursued his ministry.  He also suffered emotionally and 

spiritually, especially in his relationship with the church in Corinth.  It was a church that he had 

founded, and had nurtured carefully during its first year and a half of existence.   

 

When Paul left, it was a flourishing small congregation in the midst of a great urban 

center, but it grew and thrived.  It was also a congregation that eventually became severely 

divided over a number of issues concerning worship, doctrine, and personal and communal 

morality.  Paul was called upon to deal with the difficulties that arose in Corinth.  As anyone 

who has dealt with congregational problems knows, it can be difficult to do so without being 

misunderstood.  Paul was misunderstood by some of the Corinthian Christians, and suffered 

much because of this misunderstanding.  Early in the Second Letter we read these words (2:1): 

"For I made up my mind not to make you another painful visit." 

 

 Paul suffered; his ministry was difficult.  And yet he proclaimed "we do not lose heart."  

Why?  [Because] “though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed 

every day."  [Because] "this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of 

glory beyond all comparison,.....because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things 

that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are 

eternal."   
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When Paul looked upon his life and ministry, he saw not only surface appearances 

(which seemed to indicate death), but also deep, inner realities (which pointed toward rebirth).  

Paul had the perspective of eternity, which included not only what human beings can see, but 

also what God sees. 

 

 I don’t mean that Paul saw everything as God does, but that through faith, Paul embraced 

a reality larger than the one his human senses could take in.  He knew through faith that there 

was a bigger picture, and he trusted that the bigger picture all made sense in light of the death 

and resurrection of Jesus.  For if Jesus had died, and had been raised, then certainly anything that 

fell apart in Paul's life could finally be put back together by God who raised Jesus from the dead.  

That was Paul's perspective on life. Paul persevered in that perspective.  He did not lose heart. 

 

 Are you ever tempted to lose heart?  If you’re anything like me, you are.  As I look out at 

the world, I can get quite discouraged.  Consider the following statement, from the Christian 

group, Bread for the World: 

 

 The world is facing a hunger crisis unlike anything it has seen in more than 50 years.  925 

million people are hungry.  Every day, almost 16,000 children die from hunger-related causes. 

That's one child every five seconds. 

 That’s world-wide.  Listen to what Bread for the World has to say about hunger in the 

United States: 

 We live in the world's wealthiest nation. Yet 15.1 percent of people living in the United 

States live in poverty.  More than one in five children live in households that struggle to put food 

on the table.  That's 16.2 million children. 

 What about closer to home.  In Three Rivers, there is a shelter operated by Domestic And 

Sexual Assault Services.  The shelter is there because domestic violence is an ongoing reality for 

many women.  A look at the DASAS website reveals these statistics: 

 

 In 2007, in Cass, St. Joseph and Van Buren counties, there were 2,082 victims of 

domestic violence.  1468 were female.  614 were male.  Over one out of five Michigan women 

with current partners report sustaining some type of violence in that relationship.  30-60 percent 

of those who abuse their domestic partner also abuse their children.  Only half the victims of 

domestic violence reported incidents to the police [and thus were counted]. 

 

 This list of discouraging realities could go on.  The point is that it’s not all that difficult to 

find a reason to lose heart.  

 

 This is the time of year when many people, young and old, graduate from schools and 

colleges.  Today, we recognize Craig Balzer who is graduating from Goshen College. I do not 

doubt that Craig knows that he will work or pursue further studies in a world, which is anything 

but problem free.  It’s a world full of suffering and temptation.  It’s a world in which living the 

Christian life can be a challenge of major proportions.  But it’s good to remember all new 

graduates today and pray for them as new chapters in their lives begin.  Those new chapters 

signal a time for joy and a time for celebration.  But they don’t signal a time for being naive.  We 

should celebrate commencements with full knowledge that the years ahead will be difficult, and 

new graduates will be tempted to lose heart. 
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 Would anyone blame them, or any of us, for being so tempted?  I don’t think so.  The fact 

is that all human beings get discouraged.  Discouragement is part of being human.  It can’t be 

avoided.  I’m certain that in the lives of those martyrs I mentioned, there was discouragement.  

Yet ultimately, they did not lose heart.  Nor need we, even when faced with difficult situations 

that appear beyond our ability to change or improve. 

 

 We need not lose heart because all of us, like Paul, have been baptized into the death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  Because of that simple fact we can (and should) know that no matter how 

death-dealing our world becomes, in the end Jesus has overcome the world.  In the end life has 

overcome death.  In the end the big picture of God's love triumphs over all of the apparent 

difficulties that confront us as disciples of Jesus.  We, with Paul, can adopt that eternal 

perspective which allows God's people to persevere, even in the face of apparent hopelessness. 

 

 And we are called to persevere.  We pray "give us this day our daily bread," and so are 

called to help feed the hungry, even when they number in the hundreds of millions.  Some people 

are so overwhelmed by those numbers that they become paralyzed, and do nothing.  Others, 

however – those with a different perspective – do not lose heart.  Here at St. John’s we provide a 

meal each Friday, and we also support the Domestic Assault Shelter through the Trust 

Investment Fund earnings.  We carry on.  I think that we do so because God in Jesus Christ has 

given us the ability not to lose heart. 

 

 We know that we can persevere.  As individuals, as families, as a new graduate, as a 

congregation, we can persevere.  But in order to do so we need to maintain our perspective, a 

perspective not limited by human sight.  I’d like to leave you with an image of what that eternal 

perspective might be like. 

 

 David and I once spent some time in Biel/Bienne, Switzerland.  While there, we joined a 

friend and together we climbed Chasseral, the highest point in the Jura Mountains.  We chose to 

make the climb at night.  We started out from the train station at St. Imier at about midnight, and 

proceeded to hike across fields, and up a gentle slope.  As we followed the path the slope got 

steeper and our progress slowed somewhat.  At about four in the morning we began to hear bells, 

first just a few, then dozens, then hundreds--the bells of cows grazing on the mountain, cows that 

were just waking up.  We arrived at the top about five a.m., and at about six we saw a most 

amazing thing.  As we looked to the east we could see the sun rise over the Alps off in the 

distance.  From our position high in the Jura’s we could see the sun rising there.  Yet we could 

also look down in the valley below us where all was still dark.  The people in the valley could 

only see darkness.  We, because of our perspective on top of Chasseral, could see both darkness 

and light.   

 

Perhaps to have an eternal perspective is like that.  We see and recognize the difficulties 

around us--the darkness.  Yet, because of our faith perspective we are also able to see new 

opportunities for life and growth and faithfulness.  And every once and a while God might take 

us to the top of the mountain for a brief look at the Son Rising. And so we are enabled to 

persevere.  And, with the Apostle Paul, and with saints and martyrs throughout the ages, we need 

not lose heart. 

 

May it be so. Amen. 


