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Scripture: Romans 8:18-28

How on earth could Paul claim that all things work together for good when there is so much
pain — so much evil even — in the world?

This claim may be easy for the privileged, the prosperous, and the pampered of the world. If
you’re sitting on a mountain of cash, you can make money even in a financial depression. If you
have lots of friends in high places, it’s easy to recover from a job loss or even find a better one.
But what about the rest of us?

For that matter, there are experiences that no amount of privilege can protect us from. A
marriage breaks apart. A child falls ill. A stroke leaves us paralyzed. Or we simply experience a
crisis of meaning, with no hint of a way out of the black hole we’ve fallen into.

As a member of the Pharisee class, Paul may very well have been among the privileged and
pampered. Every indication shows that he was highly educated, not only in Judaism but also in
Greek philosophy. He was a leader among his peers. Yet, after experiencing a spiritual
transformation on the Road to Damascus, which converted him to the very faith he had been
persecuting, whatever privilege he had went up in smoke.

Paul was now among the disrespected, the ostracized, and the persecuted. As he sought to
share the Good News of his new faith around the Mediterranean seaboard, he received not a
mountain of praise but a mountain of pain for his efforts.

Says Paul in 2 Corinthians | 1:23-25: “Five times | have received ... the forty lashes minus one.
Three times | was beaten with rods. Once | received stoning.” These don’t even count the
many other hardships Paul suffered. Arrests. Imprisonments. Once, after preaching in the city of
Lystra, a mob arrived from a city he had just come from, who beat him so badly that he was left
for dead outside the city.

This is the Paul who would eventually write, “We know that all things work together for good for
those who love God, who are called according to God’s purpose.”

It’s not the privileged Paul who makes this audacious claim, but the persecuted Paul. Which tells
me he may know something that most of us don’t. ’'m hesitant to dismiss his claim out of hand.



So, when | look a little more closely at what he’s saying, | see that he doesn’t simply say “all
things work for good,” as if each and every thing that happens to us is actually all good. He says,
“All things work together for good.”

That word “together” comes from the Greek root, synergé, which we know as synergy. In other
words, Paul is aware that not all things that happen to us are good. He knows firsthand that some
can be quite horrific. What he’s saying is that it is possible for all of our lives — the good, the bad,
and the ugly — to work together, synergistically, for good.

Synergy means that things can become more together than they are separately. A single thread
may look useless, even ugly. But woven with other threads, including darker ones, it can
become part of a pattern none of the threads could create alone.

So Paul is not claiming that everything that happens to us is good. He is making the
extraordinary claim that when we love God and entrust ourselves to God’s purpose, the Holy
Spirit can weave every moment into a larger tapestry. Over time, that tapestry may begin to
take on a texture and form — an interplay of darkness and light — we could never have expected.
In time, the tapestry of your life can achieve a beauty that far exceeds the sum of its parts.

You may remember last year's worship series on Near-Death Experiences and the story of
Vincent Tolman — pronounced dead, zipped into a body bag, and then pulled back by a rookie
paramedic who got curious about what a defibrillator might do to a corpse.'

What Vincent brought back from the Other Side wasn't just a conviction that something awaits
us after death. It was something more specific and more surprising: that this life — with all its
struggle, its limitation, its pain — is not a mistake or a punishment. It's more like a school.

Vincent, who goes by Vinny, describes meeting a spiritual guide on the Other Side.
"Am | in heaven?" Vinny asked.

"Not exactly," the guide replied. "Not if you mean oneness with God or Jesus. You have a long
way to go and much to learn if that's what you're seeking."

"But I'm a Christian," Vinny protested. "Doesn't that mean | go straight there when | die?"
The guide smiled. "Well, I'm glad you think that. And you can get there. But no, you are not
nearly ready for that kind of experience."

Suddenly, Vinny's mind was opened to the immensity and complexity of the universe, and just
how far he was from being truly one with God and Jesus. He felt humbled and awed. Like a
child who had only known a little village all his life, having suddenly gazed upon the entire globe.
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His guide showed him that there are many levels of heavenly existence, and that souls may
progress as far as they like — including to oneness with God — but always at their own pace,
without pressure.

Vinny also came back with a sense of why souls would ever enter a realm as difficult as this one.
The answer surprised him.

The lower levels of heaven are already so saturated with love and beauty that souls find it
difficult to grow there. Everything is too easy. Too peaceful. Without friction, without
resistance, without struggle — there is no transformation.

Earth is different. Earth is hard. And that is precisely the point.

A soul that comes here steps away from the comfort of heaven into a place where love must
be chosen rather than simply absorbed. Where patience must be practiced rather than
effortlessly felt. Where compassion is forged in the fires of actual suffering rather than received
as a given.

Earth School. A place where the soul grows precisely through what it has to face. This does not
mean every wound was chosen, deserved, or secretly good; it means that, once we are here,
no wound is beyond the reach of Love’s transforming work.

Now — before | go further, | need to say something important.

This weekend we mark Juneteenth — and | want to be clear that nothing I'm saying this
morning is meant to suggest that the wounds of that history were part of God's plan, or that
those who suffered them should have found peace rather than fighting for freedom. There is a
profound difference between Spirit working within those who suffer to bring healing and
wholeness, and those with power telling the suffering what their pain is supposed to mean.

God is not the source of our wounds. God does not condone actions that wound us. While
our Earth School struggles may teach us important lessons, one of the most important is that
there is no wounded heart that Spirit cannot work within to create an even greater heart.

What does this look like in actual life?

Some of you were just exploring the Enneagram in Adult Ed this morning — an ancient map of
the soul. What makes it remarkable is its suggestion that we do not arrive in this world as blank
slates. Each of us carries a particular sensitivity, a specific vulnerability to a specific kind of
wound, and it is precisely our response to that wound that shapes either our greatest curse or
our greatest gift.

So, for instance, among the nine personality or soul-types the Enneagram describes, | am an
Enneagram 5. What is helpful to know about Fives is that the particular wounds that struck us



most deeply in our early years tend to be those that suggest that we are lacking something
essential to living a full and productive life. Something that everyone else seems to have.

If you looked at me during my childhood from the outside, you would have seen a white male
child living in a “man’s world” who enjoyed many of the advantages of living in a family that
moved gradually from low-middle class to upper-middle class. Yet, if you were to look at me
from the inside, you would have seen a child who never felt like he fit in with his peers; who
was convinced that he was uniquely flawed; who was deeply afraid of interacting with his peers
very deeply, lest they discover just what a freak he was.

| have no memory of any particular experience that convinced me that | was so lacking. My
parents clearly loved me. | did have a small circle of friends who seemed to like me well
enough. But no matter how much evidence there was to the contrary, | felt, deep down, like |
was the odd one out; like | would never blend in or measure up against my peers. In fact, |
wasn’t so sure | even had what it takes to survive. This feeling haunted me so deeply that, until
my mid-twenties, or even early thirties, | was fairly convinced that | would eventually become
homeless. Not through the routes most people become homeless, but through my own
ineptitude.

If you want to know why | spent four years running hard against my sense of call to ministry, it
is because | witnessed the minister who confirmed me at my church break down one Sunday in
the pulpit after being asked to resign his position just days before. | thought, “If even Reverend
Haertig [whom | considered just a few steps below Jesus] doesn’t measure up, there’s certainly
no hope for me.”

If you want to know why | enrolled in one of the most esteemed seminaries in the country,
devoting another seven years beyond my three-year Master’s of Divinity to earn a Doctor of
Philosophy degree, it’s not just because | loved my studies, but also because | was still
responding to that aching fear.

If you want to know why | have maintained a practice of meditation for over 45 years, seeking
to connect with the Source of all Life and Wisdom each and every day, it’s because Little Eric
still lives within Big Eric, whispering, “If you want to survive, you're going to need a lot more
help than most people need.”

You see, we Enneagram Fives tend to respond to our fear of lack by focusing on a narrow area
of life where we can develop such a high level of expertise that even we eventually become
convinced that we measure up. At least as long as we stay in our own lane.

| hope you will remember what I've just said about myself if you ever think | have accomplished
a lot as a minister. Or if you ever think | preached an unusually good sermon, or did something
especially pastoral or compassionate. Whatever gifts | have as a minister have not floated above
this wound. They have grown through it. My compassion is real. My love is real. My learning is



real. But they have all been shaped, in part, by the ache of a child who never quite believed he
measured up.

Paul says the whole creation groans, and we ourselves groan inwardly as we wait for adoption.
Maybe beneath many of our wounds is that deeper fear: that we are alone, that we do not
belong, that we have to prove ourselves worthy of love. But the Spirit whispers something
deeper than fear: you are not an orphan. You are beloved. You belong. And once that begins to
become real in us, even the wound we most wish we had never received can become part of
how Love moves through us.

This is the good news: God does not need every thread of your life to be bright in order to
make something beautiful. God does not need you to pretend that your wounds did not hurt.
God does not need you to call evil good.

But if Paul is right, and if the witnesses of countless wounded saints are right, then nothing given
to Love is wasted. Not even the gift you most wish you had never received.

And you are not alone.

What is the particular wound that has hurt you deeply, yet may still become one of the darker
threads Spirit is weaving into a beauty far greater than the sum of its parts?

Sit with that question for a moment.

And then ask the harder question: What if the fracturing, the fear, the seemingly endless
unraveling we are living through as a nation is not the end of the story — but raw material?
What might Spirit be weaving from it, if we have eyes to see? And are we willing to be part of
that weaving?



