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It is awfully hard to tell, most of the time, what will prove good for us and 

what will prove bad. 

 

Look at St. Patrick, for example. Captured as a boy by the pagan Irish and 

carried off as a slave, things looked bleak. But out of that experience 

came the call of God to bring the gospel to Ireland. Patrick managed to 

escape slavery, but later returned  to Ireland of his own free will to 

preach the gospel. And today, Patrick is Ireland’s patron saint, inseparable 

from that country in our imaginations, as this past week’s celebrations 

reminded us.  

 

Things that look bad sometimes turn out to be good in the end.Nature 

itself seems to be arranged so that very little - if you discount what we 

humans can do - very little is ever completely bad. If you watch nature 

documentaries on television, you may see a pack of wolves bring down a 

caribou. Bad for the caribou, but in the next scene, you may see wolf pups 

getting the meal of their young lives. There is an admirable economy in 

nature. The death of one thing is the stuff that gives life to another. Even 

your compost bin gives witness to this natural reality. Most all life lives off 

the death of other things. 

 

Years ago we saw that up close at our house one early spring Saturday 

morning. Several months before. We had rescued a chicken with a 

deformed leg who had somehow, we assumed, managed to escape from 

the chicken processing plant and was limping down the railroad track at 

the crossing.  

 

We took this young escapee from the chicken killing factory home. We had 



 

 

other chickens at the time, but they immediately tried to kill this 

outsider, so we let her roam the yard. And in spite of the fact that she ate 

up just about every bit of my fall garden [saving the beets till last, by the 

way], she quickly became a favorite family pet. 

 

Early every morning that winter, she would come running across our long 

back yard, wings outstretched to give her the balance she needed with 

one leg shorter than the other, and help the dog eat breakfast. Melody, as 

the kids named the chicken, grew to be one of the biggest hens I've ever 

seen. It was the dog food, I guess.  

 

Even though we had an old barn in the back of the yard, Melody insisted 

on roosting outside, even in the winter. One cold morning, when I stepped 

out on the deck, I saw an inch of snow covering her sleeping form in the 

pre-dawn light. We all thought she was great. 

     

But that Saturday morning in the early spring, I got up a little late and did 

not go out to feed the dog at the crack of dawn as usual. And when I did, I 

found her, stiff and cold, feathers and freezing blood all over the yard 

along with tracks of a dog. No  

doubt Melody had been killed by a dog well-known for having already 

killed several pets in the neighborhood including our next door neighbors 

goat. 

 

I buried the chicken near the barn. We ate a silent breakfast, intensely 

feeling the loss of this winged friend. I never knew you could get so 

attached to a chicken.  

           

While she was looking out the window, our younger daughter shouted, 

"Look! Look at the birds. Look at the birds." And there in the yard, birds of 

all kinds were swooping down to pick up the downy feathers scattered 

about and carry them to nests they were making in the hedge. They would 

raise the spring’s new crop of finches and robins and nuthatches in nests 
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lined with the dead chicken’s feathers. 

 

Jesus reminds us in the lesson this morning that a seed must be dropped 

into the ground and buried before it can burst into life. We take this for 

granted, but it is amazing to think that a giant Sequoia would grow from a 

buried seed smaller than a pea or that almost all my garden showed up in 

one small package in the mailbox. All it takes for all that life is for those 

dried up seeds to be buried. 

 

Life follows death. New life comes from the decay of the old.  

 

Well, that is part of what our gospel lesson this morning is about. But 

there is much more. These texts point to much ore than just the reality 

that life follows death. These texts assert that abundant, real life comes 

through suffering and death.  

 

Now that's a matter much harder to accept, isn’t it? It is one thing to say 

that there is a circle of life or even that suffering will end and good will 

come of it. It is one thing to say that life follows death; it is another 

altogether to say that the suffering we experience can itself be 

redemptive. That's hard to affirm. We don't like to suffer. 

 

But look carefully at the gospel: Jesus equates his suffering and death 

with his glorification. In the Hebrews text, Jesus suffering, his obedience 

to God that leads to the tragedy of beating and torture and crucifixion, 

are part of the journey that leads to his glorification and our salvation. 

They are part of one whole. Good Friday and Easter are one event.  

 

One thing I know about life:  All of us will walk through the valley of the 

shadow death. All of us have suffered or will suffer. If you’ve noticed the 

prayer requests from St. Andrew these past couple of weeks, you’ll note 

that many of our community are suffering now. And of course, this week 
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the specter of unjust suffering on a grand scale was seen in Atlanta and on 

our southern border and in Afghanistan and Myanmar and on and on. And 

our faith doesn’t deny the suffering or ignore it or try to make something 

good out of something that is not good.   

 

Even Jesus tried to avoid it. Hebrews, again: "Jesus offered up prayers and 

supplications, with loud cries and tears to the one who was able to save 

him from death, and he was heard..."  

 

“He was heard,” the text says, but he was not spared. He suffered and he 

died, though his death us a miscarriage of justice. He suffered and died 

even though he pleaded and cried to be spared.  

 

That is not the picture we often have of Jesus. We think of his almost 

happily submitting to torture and death, as if the pain for him were not 

real pain; the hurt, only a show; the sense of abandonment a poetic 

device of the gospel writer.  

 

But Jesus' suffering which we contemplate at Holy Week was real. He 

wanted to get out of it.  

 

And why? Why did Jesus have to suffer? Why do we? I don’t know the 

answer to those questions. But, if Jesus is truly God as we affirm in the 

Creed, and he suffered then now God can truly sympathize with our 

suffering, with our pain and loss. This God, who was here with us in the 

person of Jesus, knows what it is like to hurt, to be mistreated, to die. 

 

That is much more comforting to me than the common image of the super 

Jesus who never was a real human anyway. Because whether our pain 

comes from illness, divorce, loss of loved ones, rejection, injustice, 

oppression - it is real. And the gospel for this morning is that, however 

much we are frightened, because of the suffering of the Incarnate One, 
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God can empathize with us. Indeed, God suffers with us.  

 

Years ago during the days of apartheid in South Africa, I got to know 

Maurice Nakane, a Lutheran pastor there. Pr. Nakane was arrested by the 

South African police for protesting apartheid and taken to a remote jail 

where he was tortured repeatedly.  

 

One day, after several torture sessions, Pr. Nakane fell unconscious to the 

stone floor of the jail. When he came to, a guard was bending over him, 

his face only inches from Pr. Nakane’s. Sneering, the guard asked, “Well, 

Pastor, where is your Jesus now?”  

 

Pr. Kakane answered, “He is here on this cold floor being tortured by 

you.”  

 

Being a follower of Jesus doesn’t mean that we suffer any less than 

anyone else. It may mean, as it did for Maurice Nakane, that we suffer 

more. That’s why Jesus mentions taking up a cross if we want to follow 

him. But when we follow Jesus, we are assured that he is with us in our 

suffering. We may even be able to see our suffering as Luther did, not as a 

sign of God's absence, but as the very time when God is most near us. 

 

Holy Week begins next week. Every day we will be invited to follow our 

Lord on his way to the cross, to experience again his denial, trial, beating, 

crucifixion, death.  

 

But we do not contemplate Jesus' suffering at Holy Week just to be 

maudlin or because he was a good guy who was mistreated. We follow his 

path of suffering and death because it is also the path through which our 

own lives will invariable lead. We follow so that we can be assured that 

while, for Jesus, the pain was real, the sense of abandonment was 

powerful, the suffering was intense, God was still there, still present, 
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waiting to redeem the pain and glorify the sufferer, able to bring life out 

of death.  

 

Resurrection is the light side of the gospel. And it is wonderful to know 

that resurrection awaits us, to be assured that everything turns out well in 

the end. It is wonderful that young birds will sleep on a dead bird's 

feathers, that a lush garden will spring from shriveled and buried seeds.  

  

But in the meantime, sometimes life gets dark. In the presence of 

suffering and death, resurrection can seem less like hope and more like a 

pipe dream. We may find ourselves falling into deep darkness. And the 

gospel is about these times too: Jesus is with us there in our falling, 

beside us in our suffering, near us in our dying.  

 

So that whatever happens to us, we end up in the loving arms of our God 
where, we will surely discover, we have been all along. Amen. 


