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Things started to return to normal last week in Nova Scotia with the lifting of many
restrictions. Yet the truth is that while I was standing in line to get into a store, I
couldn’t help but notice that things don’t seem all that normal. Yes, restaurants, hair
salons, and other services closed under public health orders reopened but when you
enter one of those places the differences are obvious. Restrictions on numbers,
distancing marks on the floor, sanitiser at the entrance, and masks on faces are among
some of the changes that are part of the new normal. Because the fact is that despite
the openings we are still living with the pandemic in our community and world. 

And the best guess is that we will be living with this new reality, this new normal, for
months and maybe even a couple of years. And if you are like me, I find that hard
news to hear because quite frankly I want all of this to be over and done with. But as
we look to this uncertain and in some ways unwelcome future we need to remember
how far we have come. We need to recognize the people who have supported us, the
grace we have received, and realize how we have faced this difficult time as believers
and as a community. And then we need to have hope. 

And I say all of that very deliberately. Because during this pandemic, I’ve heard
people say “you just need to keep hoping for something better” and “if you hope
things will change” but that isn’t how hope works. Hope is not a wish but rather a
belief. Hope is not a desire but a certainty. Hope isn’t like rain falling from heaven to
water the earth but rather more like a seed which we nurture and that grows within our
lives. 

Which is why Paul in his letter to the Romans doesn’t start by telling us to have hope
during the trials and troubles that we face. Instead he begins by reminding us of
suffering. Now the fact is that none of us want to suffer. We prefer comfort, certainty,
and joy. But the reality is that all of us face difficulty, pain, and struggles in life. Some
days are easier than others but few if any times are completely worry free. And some
times, like what we have passed through have had more troubles than joys. 

But Paul doesn’t dwell on suffering but reminds us that suffering produces endurance. 
Because when things are hard and we persevere we learn that we can continue, we see
that difficulties slow us but do not stop us, and we understand that we can carry on
and move through the hard and trying times.
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And endurance is sometimes as simple as putting one foot in front of the other. Of
refusing to stop. Of holding onto faith and trust in God. Of continuing to live. And
thus enduring difficulty, uncertainty, and suffering. And we have all been doing that
these past 13 weeks. We have faced restrictions, worry, fear, separation and we have
kept going. 

And we have found ways to connect, to worship, to care for each other. And yes it has
been hard and almost unbearable at times. But we have continued on. We have wept
together, prayed together, and been together through something our world has not
experienced for over a century- a pandemic. And we have endured. 

But we’re not quite ready to talk about hope yet because Paul reminds us that
endurance leads to character. And that may seem like a strange turn because let’s face
it we simply want suffering and unpleasantness to be over and done so we can leave
those things behind. But the fact is that how we endure, survive, get through
difficulties and what that does to us as individuals and our faith is important. 

I know that these last three months have changed each and every one of us. Perhaps
you have been praying more, attending church more, taking more time for yourself
and your family. And now that things are starting to return to a new normal you may
be thinking more about what is important in life as well. 

For as life shifts to this new normal and we look beyond to the pandemic being over,
none of us want to lose the things we have found important during this time. Because
activities like baking bread, working in the garden, going for a walk, however we have
been spending our time has shown us something about our lives and the type of person
we want to be. 

And of course that awareness isn’t just what we have been doing but also what we
have been missing. For this time has sharpened our appreciation of things we took for
granted. The chance to visit friends and loved ones, being there for family and
neighbours who live in nursing homes, coming together for funerals and weddings,
and even being able to gather together in our church. We recognize how priceless and
precious certain relationships and experiences are to us. 

That’s why Paul says that endurance, getting through suffering, leads to character. We
realize what is truly important in life and that allows us to be more generous, helpful,
caring, and faithful in our lives. Because what happens doesn’t just happen and then is
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over. Passing through a difficult time makes an impression on us and when we face
those times in faith we let God work within our lives to change and deep our
spirituality and our connection to each other and the world.

And that brings us to hope. Because we know we can survive and continue on through
difficult times. We know we have the strength, the ability, the capability, the blessings
around us to pass through chaotic days. We know we can endure if we need to again.
Now I’m not saying any of us wants to go back to March and relive those uncertain
and trying weeks again. I’m as happy as you are that we’ve come this far.  Yet that
does not change the fact that we have come through the suffering of those days, we
have endured them, and our character has been refined because of that.

But hope isn’t simply about us and what we can do but what we have believe God is
doing. Because Paul reminds us that hope does not disappoint. For enduring this time
of suffering has shown us that God is faithful. And that God’s reach into our lives
isn’t limited to any day of the week or any building in our lives. And that grace and
peace, strength and mercy aren’t only concepts and promises but realities that we have
and can experience because of God’s love for us. 

We hope because we believe and trust and hold onto God. We hope because we know
what God has done for us and we look to what God will do for us in the days and
weeks and months to come. We hope because when we are in need the Spirit comes to
bless us. Because as we move from this hardest time where life was so strange and
uncertain into the weeks and months and perhaps even years where life will be sort of
what we are familiar with and sort of uncomfortable we know that God will be with
us. 

For the blessings we have received, everything that has allowed us to endure these
past three months will continue in our lives. So we can move forward knowing that we
will endure, our character will continue to be refined and shaped and that our hope,
our belief and trust in who God is and what God will do, will only grow stronger. 

For hope does not come from suffering being in the past. No hope comes when we see
the hands that have helped us, the love which has supported us, and the grace which
has brought us to this time. Hope comes when we realize that God’s blessing, God’s
grace, and God’s love will be there for us no matter what the future may bring. 


