
 

 

8 August 2021 Enemies of Joy: Suffering and Adversity  John 15:11;16:20-24; 17:13   

 Would you agree that there’s nothing quite so joyous as getting to hold a newborn baby for the 

first time? I can still remember as a 10-year-old when I became an uncle for the first time. My brother 

excitedly snuck me up the backstairs of the hospital so that I could just catch a quick glimpse my first 

nephew. When our daughter, Laura was born, I got to carry her out of the delivery room to where excited 

family members were waiting. The complete joy on those faces is an unforgettable memory. 

 Yet as many of you know firsthand—joy is not the way that birthing starts —in fact giving birth 

can be among the most painful experiences of a woman’s life. My wife, Joyce and I sometimes watch 

“Call the Midwife”—a BBC program set in the gritty poverty of a post WW2 London neighbourhood 

where babies are mostly delivered at home. The painful and stormy process of birthing is on graphic 

display. The shrieks of labour pain on the show still cause Joyce to wince and look away. Our kids out 

rightly refuse to watch the program—“They shouldn't even put that on TV,” says one of our sons. The 

painfully stormy process of new birth is not for everyone. Perhaps this explains our tendency to want to 

avoid pain and adversity, yet our spiritual teachers keep telling us that facing into face and adversity is 

really an opportunity. The path to joy does not lead away from suffering and adversity but through it. 

 This is why Jesus uses birthing labour here in John 16 when he writes about the stormy process of 

how our suffering and adversity in life can actually be turned into joy. “You will have pain,” Jesus says, 

“but your pain will turn into joy. When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come. But 

when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having brought a 

human being into the world.” Just when we thought that suffering and pain in our lives were enemies that 

drive joy away—Jesus offers a way where suffering and pain can be turned to joy —as long as we have 

the stomach for the stormy process that accompanies this transformation in us.  

 Have you watched sports games and seen people holding posters that say John 3:16?—“For God 

so loved the world…” That quote comes from a conversation back in John 3 when a Pharisee named 

Nicodemus comes to Jesus under cover of darkness—drawn by something he sees in Jesus. Do you 

remember how Jesus answers him?—by telling him that he must be “born again” or “born from above.” 

Jesus goes on to explain this spiritual re-birth that’s necessary in each of us.  

 Here in our John 16 reading, Jesus is returning to speak about this spiritual rebirth, and uses the 

labour of birthing as a way of describing how a spiritual rebirth in us is actually powerful enough to 

transform life’s pain and sorrow into joy.  “So you have pain now,” says Jesus, “but I will see you again, 

and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.” I’ve always heard this joy as a “not 

yet” joy—as one that will only be experienced when Jesus returns at the end of time. Yet Irish biblical 

scholar, Thomas Brodie sees this passage instead as an offer of transformative joy that is meant for right 

now. “So you have pain,” says Jesus “but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one 

will take your joy from you.” Jesus’ promise, “I’ll see you again,” means that we can expect Jesus to 

surprise us with his presence and joy right now, or on Tuesday at work, or on Friday in the doctor’s 

office, or on Saturday on a hiking trail. Its Jesus’ promise to continue to come to us in our pain and 

adversity that offers the hope of transforming joy.  

 I experienced this when I was 21. At age 57 my Dad was diagnosed with cancer. A year and a 

half later our family surrounded him in a hospital room as he took his final breaths. It had been 

excruciatingly painful watching the cancer progress and gradually take him from us. Yet on the first night 

we gathered for the wake and visitation at our church, we cried together, we told stories, we also laughed 

and sang together. When I laid down to sleep that night a great wave of guilt descended on me: “There 

must be something dreadfully wrong with me.” I thought, “How could I possibly be feeling such warmth 

and joy when the father I loved so much had just died.”  I came to realize that this warm love, joy and 

peace that I experienced was Jesus' presence through the Holy Spirit. I was amazed!  If the love of God 

could take an experience of such great pain and bring joy and peace—then I wanted to be a conduit of 

helping others connect with that same life-giving stream in their own lives. It's the reason I stand before 

you today as a Minister of Word and Sacrament - it made my vocation, clear. Although I had so much to 

still learn, still a devoted cloud of witnesses had faithfully carried me into the presence of Jesus that night.   



 

 

 It was this taste of joy being birthed from suffering—in the midst of a community of prayer—that 

showed me how openness to Jesus surprising us with his presence and cultivating an intimate union with 

him (as John 15 describes as abiding in the vine) is the key to this ongoing source of joy. It is when the 

abiding of God deepens in us that joy really blossoms and radiates to others. This process of pain and 

suffering being turned to joy is certainly not quick or easy, nor does everyone have the stomach for it—

because it begins, as Jesus shows us, with surrendering our need to control everything and instead to trust 

Jesus wholly. Anyone who has tried to help a three-year-old understand that they can’t always have their 

way, understands better why Jesus’ uses the stormy experience of birthing labour as an illustration.  

 Key to this spiritual rebirth Jesus offers is  the transference of our centre of interest from 

ourselves to God; from needing things to go our way, to wanting God’s will and way—from a focus on 

me and mine to a focus on God’s goodness, God’s care, God’s generosity, God’s trustworthiness, God’s 

transcendent greatness. You will be surprised by the joy the minute you stop being too self-regarding—

largely because it brings an extraordinary release from 3/4 of the burdens which we habitually tie on our 

own backs. Think of it like the freedom of childhood in a home where loving parents can be depended 

upon. Suddenly as a child of God you realize that you have a heavenly Abba who is taking care of you. 

You don’t have to be working everything out for yourself. Think of the freedom of a childhood with 

loving parents where you don’t need to be fixed on anticipating everything, controlling everything, or 

trying to make everything fit, but instead there is a freedom unknown to adults. As Francois Fenelon 

writes, “This is the childlikeness that confounds the wise, and God himself speaks by the mouths of such 

children.” Eventually this leads to a surrender so complete that the ups and downs of life cease to hurt us.  

 Nelson Mandela, when he went to prison, was a very angry young man. He was the commander 

in chief of the military wing of the ANC. As Archbishop Desmond Tutu says, “He believed firmly that 

the enemy had to be decimated, and he and his comrades had been found guilty in a travesty of justice. 

That is the guy who went in, aggressive and angry. On Robben Island he is mistreated, slept on the floor, 

no mattress even. Sophisticated, educated people were made to dig in a quarry and do almost senseless 

work, breaking rocks, sewing post office bags. He was a highly qualified lawyer and he’s sitting and 

sewing.” Food was rationed accorded to race—with blacks receiving the least. Tutu says, “It must have 

frustrated him to no end, made him very, very angry. God was good and said, “You’re going to stay here 

twenty-seven years”. And after those twenty-seven years he emerges on the other side as someone of 

immense magnanimity, because in an extraordinary way his suffering helped to grow him. Where they 

thought it was going to break him, it helped him. It helped him to see the point of view of the other. 

Twenty-seven years later, he comes out kind, caring, ready to trust his erstwhile enemy.”  

 Suffering and pain can indeed either embitter us or ennoble us—the difference lies in whether we 

are able to find the meaning—whether we are open to meeting Jesus there. For Jesus teaches us, that pain 

and adversity are not the enemies we imagine—because they are the place where the crucified Jesus show 

up as a brother—and offers the promise of resurrection joy. 


