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Faced with the groaning of Creation and ¢hermity of problemsurrounding us,
coupled with our sense pérsonal frailty, every sincere believer sooner or later will ask
themselves:What can | do? Little me. I'm just a tiny, human unit in a world so vast, facing
problems so great.”To this, the Apostle Paul say3he Spirit helps us in our weakness.”

Tapping into God’s Spirit helps us¢low? For starters: we see omgrts of any given
problem and we are unable to correctiyalyzethe wholejt's bigger than we are able to grasp
But God is involved in every event in tistality, in its actuality; with omniscience, seeing all the
sides and knowing all the players. So we ask Godsjure us to guide us; to point us in a
direction for the good and the flourishing of all. Lieftmyself, I'm not sure I'd know what that
would be. But God does! So | say: “Mapy Will be doneon earthas it is in heaven. Lead
us...”

St. Paul specifically points to one weakneas: inability to prayintelligently about the
situations in which we find ourselves, especially wtiey are threatening, traumatic, or in some
way fearful. It's pre-cisely then, when words fail us, that Gdssrit “intercedes” for us,
pleading with sighs too deep for words, tapping into our maost core.

Sometimes, | suspect, we cannot pray because we céinddhe words” to express the
deep need that we feel; it's too vague, unclear.

But those feelingare known to God,who iswith us (always) andor us (who knows us
& loves us, and wants only the best for all God'swness). It is the Holy Spirivithin each of
us, says the Apostle, that will wrestle with thos#ifgs, and will respond with sighs & groanings
too deep for wordsbut which invitesGodto be a part of our experience.

So, when the Apostle Paul says that believers “do not know how to pray as we
ought,” it isn't because we don’t have a prayer book, or damiw the right words to use, or
don’t know how to express our petitions to God. It iseso because we dofselievethatGod
is with us just then in our moment of struggle, in our place of sufferinghun deep dilemma. It
is as though we don’t knowhat the Will of Godis for us, that keeps us tied up in knots... and
unable torelease itand to relax.

But God knows what we needndGod is with useven when we don't feel it. God's
loyal love, enduring love, ever-present steadfast laitéintercede for us” — filing that empty
place, where we feel a sense of isolation from Gban@onment, lonliness and longing for God.
Our inadequacy in prayer ismot trusting that God is with us... and for us. So, Saint Paul tries



to convey to us a sense of deef@rconnectednesbetween God'®Vill and God’'sSpirit and
God'’s creatures... you & me.

It is from thatconscious integration of God’s presengeour livesat the point of our
deepest need that our “redemption” comes — where we gagetiteredness, the assurance that
our hopewill be realized. And that begs the questihatis our hope?

What ishope&” The Apostle Paul says itasconfident expectation of promised
blessings... not now present, nor seemhis hope is not a wish, it is an attainable gdiis not
hoping for something that’s “too good to be true,” nansthing which isunlikely to occur. Itis
hope for a salvation, a liberation, an unbinding, amgd®n, a relief which iseal, quantifiable,
measurable, but (unfortunately) is not yet present.

And so weawaitit. Since our hope isot yetourlived reality— that is, we are hoping for
that which isnot yetseennot yetachieved — we do so wiffatience with endurance, fortitude,
not giving in to the pressures against ney giving up on our ultimate intention and design. We
hope “against all odds” for a glorified bothat is free from all sin and sadness, and for a New
Creation(a heavenly society, beginning right here on eamhfhich the essence of nature and
human naturés set freefrom itsbrokennessnd from every oppression thahdsus.

God, who dwells in the hearts of God’s people, who iyates the thoughts and intents
of the heartknowsthe mind-set of the Spirit... fotis God’s own Holy Spiritand it is informed
by the experience and ministry of God’s own Son, JEsuist. God knowsgvery potential
possibilityin every issue or event, and certainly God knows thelewesponse of the Spirit
within you and me as we confront our “situation.”

So, we're not telling God anything God does not alreadywknAnd when we ask (in
prayer) forour preferred solutionto whatever our besetting problem is — when we put into
words the “desired outcome” whichakes sense to us the small slice of the reality that we
have experienced — we must remember that the Spiribdfi$spulling togethethe whole picture
— all the ingredients, all things working together — asakes intercession on our behalf in
conformity with the good and gracious and just Will of God.

We know, says Paul, that to those who love God, welcédled according to God's
purposes, God works all things together for good.

To the extent that we express love for God and for Sadrldin our attitudesand in
our actions,day by day, and we sense that God has a plan (or a punpad#ill) for the well-
being of God's beloved Creation (ourselves included),ethobedded beliefsvill rise again from
within our hearts when we face sudden danger, troubfegior

That’'s why it is good to pray on our good days, and notwirstin we need help. If we
have known Godbeforehand before the threat ever arose — even as God has km®Wwom the
beginning, and hashosento love us, hagredestinedus for salvation and for flourishing — we
will then more easily be able taust God’s enduring loveind rely on God'’s inner Spirit when the
tragedy strikes, and our analytic mind shuts down, and otdsiail us, and our emotions can
only sigh... or groan.



What God has deciddzeforehand before any of us did our first deed or spoke our first
word, is to claim us as God’'s own child, and to bringhts fconformity” with the life and
character of Jesus Christ. That’s already loerefor us, by God, at God’s initiative, out of
love.

That's why | spend so much time preaching from the foasg@ls! We’ll not be able to
grow into thefull stature of Christif we don’t knowwho Jesus waswhat he did, how he
reacted under pressure, what agenda he had for the wdrtzly&e went about getting his
followers to join his movement & carry it forward s name when he was gone.

St. Paul says th&od decided beforehanithat those who love God, who feel called by
God, who want things to work together for good, will berfformed to the image of God’s
Son.” That the group that composes the “Body of Chwdt'be like Jesusin every way. That
Jesus would be the “first-born” among many brotherssastdrs! “The first-born within a large
family” is how the New Rev. S.V. puts it.

In Paul's Judaism, and in other Hellenistic patriarcbaieties, to béhe “first-born”
gave one precedence gmabrity in all things. The older brother inherited more ttansiblings;
the first-born took on a higher rank or position in fd@ily. Many preachers continue to focus
on Jesus as the first-born of many brothers andsisterder to claim superiority'over” others,
reminding us that Jesus is the “head” of the church,l@tdb one (nothing) is ever to take
precedencever Christ.

| can live with that, for Christ the “head” of the Body of Christ. But I'd like to rewdi
you of the moremportant (although almost ignored) meaning of saying that “Jestieeifirst-
born among many brothers and sisters.” Namely: yd@é& sisters and brothers of JéséAsid
we are expected to grow up irttee same kind of persqrwith the same living faith and enduring
love and energetic hope that Jesus has! It's not sb ahaut him beingheadof us, orbetter
than us, or with morstatusthan us, ohim at the helm ands rowing the boat. No, we are each
of us growing intahe mind-set of Jesyghe full stature and status of Christ, in the eyeSad
as “mutual members” of tHamily of God. In fact, when God looks at you or me, God sses
with the same loving tenderness & hopeful desire as Ges ldoking at Jesus himself

And that's why God hasalled us and hagquippedus, and has evequitted us of our
sins... That's why God invests us with the very Spirit of Guaithin us, to help us find the words
and the ways that will glorify God in our lives... evenlasus was able to d&odhas a planto
carry out this purpose: to bring all things together favdydo sum up all things in Christ Jesus,
both in heaven and on earth. The dnlynan response mentioned in this whole long section is
that of “love for God.”

God can use the groaning of Creation and the longing eléofesome kind of salvation
or relief. God can use the silent, secret, internal actofityhe Spirit. And God can even user
inarticulate sighing & crying— those things that demonstrate the depth of our humakness
— and turn them tgood if we but love Godirust God,lean onGod.

The Christian faith is founded squarely upon the audaciyppé -- aconfident
expectation of promised blessings... not now present, nor sé&iristian hope is always about
an attainable goal; not hoping for something that’s ‘jood to be true,” nor somethinglikely
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to occur. It is hope for a salvation, a liberatiamedemption, a relief whichiisal, quantifiable,
measurable, and (unfortunately) not yet here.

Paul insists thaGodis the one who designs, and who desires, and who ladioyg the
good that we hope for. Everything that God has put irgoepis for the salvation and well-being
of humankind. The outrageous claim tlaid knows ugin fact, that Godoreknew usbefore
we even knew ourselves), and that Godgraslestinedus for blessing, and that God (watled
us according to God’s purpose, and that Godjasisfied us(aquitted us), and that God will
glorify us... sounds too good to be trimit that’s the verpasisof ourhope

Since no human act was needed set this plan in mobolmiman act is able to secure our
salvation; therefore, we can rest assured that norhastacaneopardizeGod’s steadfast,
enduring, empowering love. If the One who did not witdlelen God’s own son, bgave him
up for all of us will we not with him (and in him) receive everyigielse?

The Apostle argues from the greater to the lessert i3:h@ God who iso involvedn
(and scengaged with redeeming our world as to sacrifice what is most Higigored and deeply
prized — God’s own self (in Jesus) — if needs be (in htmility, suffering, and pain, even to the
point of death and beyond!), will God not be willing teegguswhatever else we nedd bring to
completion that purpose for which Jesus died?

A love asdeepas that shown to us through Jesus’ life and teachirggoige that can be
trusted And because God’s love is sgentlessly loyatoward us and toward our broken world,
it creates a powerful bond with those of us who looKhoist for our salvation. God’s love is so
enduring, sounbreakable that we can say with the Apostle: “Nothing can safgaus from the
love of God in Christ Jesus!”

And so we come to the climactic expression of thelabsness of the bond of love
between God and those who love God in return:
“If God is for us, who can be against us?
Who can separate us from the love of Christ?”

Will hardship, distress, or persecution? Will faminenakedness, or peril of violence?
No! In all these things we are more than conqueromigh God whdovesus... whocalls us
according to God’s purpose.

Our world may be falling apart around us, but we can heed®fGod’s love for us.
The disasters and tragedies of this world (hafdteand even harder tox) arenot ableto
separate the true believer from the assurance of Gn@sas known through Jeswho endured
the Crosswith words offorgivenesdor his torturersconcernfor his Church andare for his
mother, who died witlthe prayer of Psalm 22n his lips, and whose Spirit selhergizeshis
followers... even to our own day!

Some medical research and empirical studies have inditziethose whoelieve inand
trust in God are more able to “cope” with the difficultiedite. How is it that we are willing to
confront hardship& cope with it in moreconstructiveways than those who don't believe?

| think it is because we know something about the nattreality that skeptics refuse to
believe. Namely, thahe God of the Universe is for usThe Creator of the Cosmos knows us,
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and loves us, and has a plan for the flourishing ofralain. The fact thatt the heartof all

reality is a Spirit of lovean unbreakable bongfor “God is love.” And the Good News message
of Christianity is very simple: there is no powethe universe that will eveverpowerthe love

of God!

God’s love for us is not fickle, capricious) one day anoff the next. God's love is
constant, abiding, always available, right now & itamorrow, untilall our tomorrowslead us
into eternity. No age, no time, can ever separateons God’'s enduringpve. No place isearer
to norfartherawayfrom God’s_everpresetdve. Not even all the wide expanse of interstellar
space can eveseverthe children of God from thiegond of lovefrom our heavenly Father and to
our eternal brother, Jesus.

The One who is Lord over life and death, who was deacdnd raised, who is seated at
the right hand of God and whose Spirit dwells in eaalsof iswith us. God’s enduring love is
for us, andn us. Amen.



