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Romans 8:26-39 
 
26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, 
but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. 27 And God, who searches the 
heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according 
to the will of God. 
 
28 We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed 
to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 30 And 
those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and 
those whom he justified he also glorified. 
God’s Love in Christ Jesus 
 
31 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who 
did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us 
everything else? 33 Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 
34Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand 
of God, who indeed intercedes for us. 35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will 
hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is 
written, ‘For your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be 
slaughtered.’ 
 
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am 
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to 
come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
  
Our search for meaning in confusing times is nothing new. Seeking understanding is part of 
what makes us human. We see it in children who ask Why? Why? As they make sense of their 
ever-growing world. As adults we seem to lose that candidness to publicly engage in curiosity, 
but I would argue our desire to know, to understand, to have certainty is as strong as ever. It is 
this desire for explanation and certainty that gives rise to easy answers, to the 
oversimplification of ideas even, so we can contain them. A sense of knowing vs. confusion or 
unknowing, is comforting, it gives us a sense of safety or security. And even when we don’t 
know, we try to convince ourselves we do. This is what the partial and even untruths of fake 
news do – they give us meaning, something to hold on to in the midst of complexity and 
unknowing. This innate desire to get a handle on things gives rise to statements like “it was 
meant to be,” or “everything happens for a reason.” Ugh! I’ll let you know up front, that I just 
hate, and I know hate is a strong word, those phrases. I know people are often intending to 
offer comfort when they say them, to offer some indication of certainty, that everything will be 
alright. That is noble, we do need to be with each other in our suffering. Perhaps that is when 
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we need each other the most. However, my issue is what these words convey about suffering, 
that suffering is somehow part of the plan, that it can even be redemptive. 
 
Recently, I’ve come to know a man from the Pikani Nation down toward Pincher Creek. After 
some time in Toronto, Calgary was home. Then during the restrictions of lockdown, he decided 
to spend the summer with his grandmother on “the Rez” as he calls it. He shared with me how 
many First Nations, given their understanding and relationship with the land, see COVID as 
medicine for the earth. That this slow down, this reprioritizing, is healing for the earth, which 
was in need of restoration. It is an interesting concept. We have seen some evidence of that in 
the clearing of the skies and patterns of animal movement. However, when he said “everything 
happens for a reason,” I bristled. Now I do think these phrases are part of our vernacular and 
we sometimes employ them without careful thought about the actual implications, so I’m not 
being critical of this person per se, but here is why I bristled: I’m not sure that I can make the 
leap from the earth’s need for healing to some force intentionally causing COVID and all the 
suffering that it has brought to people around the globe to achieve that end. 
 
You see, that force in the world for me, as a Christian, is God, and I don’t think God employs the 
tool of suffering. Instead, God, as the all-powerful one, as the one of infinite and unconditional 
love surveys our suffering, suffering that is of our world not of God, and says: “okay, what are 
we going to do now?” God does not cause our suffering but sticks by us to deal with the 
suffering that comes. So, instead of “everything happens for a reason,” which seems to imply 
that suffering transforms us, I point to a God who transforms the suffering. Yes, we might also 
be transformed by such action, as anyone who has suffered hardship and emerged on the other 
side might attest, however the hardship was not instigated by God to make that happen. 
Transformation, and also redemption, happens in spite of our suffering, not because of it. 
 
Paul, in our text from Romans today would agree. Paul is familiar with suffering, with pain and 
persecution. The optimism in his words are not a blindness to these realities. Instead, he is 
addressing how to live faithfully in the midst of these things. He is suggesting not that God 
intended these things to happen or that they work for human good but, rather, that God can 
use them for good. 
 
A few years ago, these same sentiments we captured by theologian Kate Bowler in her book: 
“Everything Happens for a Reason: And other lies I’ve loved.” The book details her observations 
of dying after she receives a Stage IV cancer diagnosis at 35 and what it taught her about living. 
Her early academic research focused a critical eye on the prosperity gospel, a creed that sees 
fortune as a blessing from God and misfortune as a mark of God’s disapproval. It perpetuates a 
stream of certainty that flows from this “formula” that requires what I might label “toxic 
positivity.” As Kate finds herself very sick, where no amount of positive thinking will shrink her 
tumors, she recognizes how easily this way of thinking creeps into our own. It is here that she 
discovers life beyond certainty that is hard but beautiful in a way it never has been before. It 
really is an incredible book, and if a TED Talk is more your thing, you can also find that on 
YouTube. Furthermore, Kate’s cancer is in remission and she continues to offer timely wisdom 
on living amidst uncertainty. I encourage you to check out her resources at katebowler.com if 
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you are looking for more solid reflection for working through suffering or ambiguity along your 
own journey. 
 
Just as suffering was not Kate’s last word, neither is it ours. As we hear the climax of Paul’s 
entire theology, we can take in one of the greatest statements of assurance ever written. It’s 
not “everything happens for a reason” but rather “No, in all these things we are more than 
conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.” The message is that misfortunes do not provide any evidence that God has 
abandoned us, and suffering is not God’s final word. 
 
And so, though suffering and uncertainty are not going anywhere anytime soon, I remain 
convicted that neither COVID, nor masks, nor isolation, nor geography, nor waiting for a pastor, 
nor poor health, nor job loss, nor hunger, nor extreme weather, nor anxiety, nor racism, nor 
violence, nor grief, nor divorce, nor addiction, nor gender, nor age, will be able to separate us 
from God’s love in Christ Jesus. AMEN.  
 
 


