The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 22), Year C

Psalm 37:1-6

Freedom From Fear – Faith’s Triumph
“Do not fret because of the wicked”.  As we hear news of bad things happening around us, it’s difficult to not fret. Few things are more infuriating than evil doers getting away with it, while the innocent suffer. Unfairness and injustice in life is one of the hardest things to take. Life’s unfairness is one of the first bitter pills we have to come to terms with as children. What parent hasn’t had a child say to them: “That’s not fair!”? Perhaps we need to acknowledge to children that in an imperfect, sin-infected world, life isn’t always fair for us, but it is still good, good in all sorts of surprising and encouraging ways. The Psalms, like today’s Psalm, never minimize life’s injustices. They do, however, encourage us to wait until all the evidence is in and we can see the “big picture”; see the hand of God at work for the long-term good of many people.

As Elizabeth I lay languishing in prison, she never dreamed that a glorious reign of 44 years as Queen of England lay ahead of her. God was using her time in prison to instill resilience in her. 

A young wife with five children was widowed. Instead of becoming bitter at life’s injustice, her faith buoyed her up. By careful management, she saw all five of them through school and college. One son became head of a big railway network, another president of a university, while a third child became a pioneer in medical research. She died in her 96th year. On the day of her funeral, her children said they’d never seen her impatient or distraught to the point of giving up, even in the most troubled times. The son who was university president said no one could understand his mother who didn’t understand the meaning of faith. “Her faith”, he said, “was a force that released radiance and power.”

Faith in our Lord is a mighty, robust, resilient power that can triumph over huge obstacles and setbacks. “This is the victory that overcomes the world”, St. John declares triumphantly “our faith in Christ, the Son of God.” Many believers, including those who have suffered more than others, testify that God has treated them much better than they feel they’ve deserved. The same psalmists that cry out against the injustices they’ve experienced, are the most passionate in their gratitude to God for His goodness and mercy. 
Today’s Psalm is written by someone who has experienced many trials and seen terrible acts of injustice in his many long years on earth. He shares with us his hard-won insights into the place and meaning of suffering that his faith in God has given him. 
He encourages us not to get all worked up about news of injustice. He wants us to avoid over-reacting to bad news, by maintaining a deeper-reaching perspective on what happens in our world. People thought many of the evil dictators in our world would stay in power a lot longer than they did. A day of reckoning will come, when divine justice will prevail. Thank God that He doesn’t treat us according to what we deserve, but according to His unmerited mercy.

A child complained about a decision her parents made: “It isn’t fair!” she protested. Her father responded: “Do you want your mother and me to manage our household only on the basis of what’s fair?” The daughter thought for a moment and replied, “No, I guess not.” She remembered the focus in their home was on love and grace, not on justice. If God did what was “fair”, I wonder where any of us would be! One of the reasons God didn’t answer Job’s cries for justice was that He wanted to continue His relationship with Job on the basis of grace. Ours is the first generation to insist that life should be easy. God’s purpose for us isn’t a life of ease and comfort, but a mature, indestructible, faith and hope.

“Life wasn’t meant to be easy, but take courage, for it was meant to be delightful (G.B. Shaw).” If life were too easy, few of us would realize our God-given potential. We don’t realize what we’re capable of until we wholeheartedly tackle the challenges and difficulties that are a part of daily life. 
Are you ever tempted to postpone some duties, just because they looked difficult? The writer of this sermon learned that it was good for his own personal growth to tackle the more difficult tasks. He said “It’s an exhilarating feeling to have, with God’s help, triumphed over difficulties.”
 A secular psychologist, Rollo May, endorses the Bible’s call to “rejoice in our suffering.” “People then should rejoice in suffering” he says, “strange as it sounds, for this is a sign of the availability of energy to transform their characters. … To the non-egocentric person, every moment of suffering is the opportunity for growth.” 
As Romans 6:3b-5 reminds us: “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.” 
Few people overcome the handicaps they have suffered more amazingly than Helen Keller. “Although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it”, she wrote.

Suffering will either be your servant or your master, depending on how you handle life’s crises. A crisis reveals what a person is made of. What life does to us depends on what life finds in us. Today’s Psalm urges us to “trust in the Lord and do good.” We’re challenged to believe that “all things work together for the good of those who love God.” It is in believing this awesome promise that we discover its truth. By asking to be spared tough times, we may be asking God to love us less. 
The more God’s people suffered in the Old Testament, the more they wrote about His love and goodness. Their experiences of adversity drew them closer to God than did times of prosperity. Suffering binds us to our Lord like nothing else. We trust Him because only in His hands are the solutions to life’s deepest mysteries. We may not know what the future will bring, but we know the One who controls the future, and we know our God can be trusted.

The Bible reassures us: “The Lord is good to all, and His compassion is over all that He has made (Psalm 145:9).” Our greatest reason for hope lies in the fact that God can bring good from the misuse of our freedom. God wants us to overcome evil with good, because goodness is greater than evil, and goodness will ultimately prevail.

Our Psalm invites us to respond to the evil around us by doing good: that is, to be agents of God’s goodness in our community. We’re to witness to others how good God has been to us. Good news may not sell as well as bad news, but God is behind everything that happens in our community. So much good happens behind the scenes, which is as it should be. Those who love God don’t talk about the good they do, because their focus is on all the good they can do for others.  

“Let each of us please their neighbour for their good, to build them up. For Christ did not please Himself (Romans 15:2).” Growth in doing good is a response to the goodness we’ve seen in Christ. The New Testament tells us: “Jesus went about doing good.” He did spontaneous acts of goodness wherever He went. 
Jesus was grateful to God for the opportunity to serve others, even when they failed to respond to His goodness and loving kindness. We never know what a great harvest may be reaped from the seeds of goodness we sow. The Bible urges us to “do good to all people, especially to our fellow church members (Galatians 6:10-).” 

Doing good involves encouraging others in every way we can. Barnabas was one of the few people described as “good” in the New Testament; not “clever”, “smart”, or “tough”, but “good”: because he was such a great encourager. He put a good word in for St. Paul and encouraged him in every way. By encouraging Paul to work for Christ’s cause in the world, Barnabas was responsible, indirectly at least, for much of our New Testament. “Evil triumphs because the good do nothing (E. Burke).” Let that never be said of any of us. Instead, as agents of our Lord’s goodness, let us always act positively and constructively in our church and community. 

“Commit your way to the Lord”, because the Lord is personally concerned about everything that happens to you. 
Prayer gives us a deeper inner peace that enables us to respond creatively to the stresses and pressures of life in our world today. Our Psalm (verse 37) declares: “There’s a future for people of peace.” When things go wrong around you, recall everything that has and is going right in your life, in the life of your family and friends, in your community and country, and thank God for that. There’s no better antidote to fretting or anxiety than thankfulness.

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus (Philippians 4:6-7).”  

Amen.

