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A Sermon Preached by Rev. Gregory Hall at Clarence Presbyterian on March 14, 
2021. 
 

   IS SUFFERING OPPORTUNITY?   
 
Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; 
so, they led him by the hand and brought him to Damascus.  For three days he was 
without sight, and neither ate nor drank.    Acts 9:8-9 
 
 Today we continue our Lenten season focus on the meaning of suffering.  So far, 
we have learned that God does not use suffering as a form of punishment for those who 
are bad. Christianity does not promise to protect us from all suffering.  We then learned 
from the words of Simone Weil that the extreme greatness of Christianity lies in the 
fact that it does not seek a supernatural remedy for suffering, but a supernatural 
use for it.   

 
Last week we learned that God can use suffering to refine us.  Suffering can 

bring out the best in people.  It can reveal their best strengths and transform them into 
better human beings. 

 
Before we go further, I should remind us that these are possible uses of 

suffering.  The human response to suffering is not always positive. There are times 
people do not seek to make use of their suffering.  I believe that most people, most of 
the time do not make use of suffering.  Our human nature tends to want easy solutions 
and when these do not happen, we get angry and bitter. We often turn on the people 
around us and often we reject God. 

 
It takes a person of faith to seek to find meaning in suffering.  Our New 

Testament reading today centers on the conversion of St. Paul on the road to 
Damascus.  We often overlook the truth that part of the process of Paul’s conversion 
was suffering blindness.  That suffering of blindness became an opportunity for change. 
Suffering helped change Saul, a hater of the followers of Jesus, into Paul a leader in the 
early church. 

 
Today we seek to answer the question, “Is suffering an opportunity?”  When we 

planned this Lenten series late last spring, we thought life by now would be back to 
normal.  This meant I would be in Florida and Judith would be preaching here today.  
She was preparing to share how suffering became an opportunity in her life.  I would 
like to share her words describing two experiences of suffering that became 
opportunities for growth: 
 

It was 1982. Rick and I had arrived in Buffalo only two months earlier. Now 
we were leaving Children’s Hospital with our three-and-a-half-year-old little girl. 
She had just been diagnosed with Cystic Fibrosis. The prognosis was dire. If we 
were fortunate, she might live into her teens. The disease was progressive, 
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debilitating and there was no cure. A little boy in the hospital had come into our 
hospital room. “I have Cystic Fibrosis,” he said. I told him that our KC did too. 
“Why aren’t you crying,” he asked. “My mommy cries all the time.” “I have hope,” 
I lied.   
 

There was one bright light from her doctor. Trust the research, she said. 
Raise KC to be a contributing adult. 
 

That evening, my younger sister and her husband prepared dinner for us 
and for my parents who had rushed in from Cleveland. We were all so 
overwhelmingly sad and distressed. We needed one another. In comforting 
company, we found we could laugh even amidst the tears. We had stories to tell, 
solace to offer.  
 

Part of our devastation, you see, was the utter disruption of a charmed life. 
Everything had always come our way - good jobs, great health, a loving home, 
beautiful children, every privilege and opportunity open to us. I’m embarrassed 
by the hubris that we dared ask how this could have happened to us.  And if this 
could happen, what other shoe would drop? We felt alone in our terrible suffering 
and the more terrible suffering we knew would come as her disease progressed. 
 

But as we sat and cried and conversed and laughed, a moment of grace 
descended. My eyes were opened to the truth that this is what it means to be 
human. We are not alone, not ever. We are part of a much larger family, the 
human family. Suffering is what it means to be human. We are born. We suffer. 
We have our joys, and yes, we suffer.  
 

That Sunday, we joined the family of Westminster Church. Over the next 
twenty years we shared sorrows and celebrated joys. We sat in pews together, 
gazed at the cross, sang hymns, prayed, listened to God’s Word, and sipped 
coffee after the service.  In this Christ-centered community, we came to know and 
trust, in the words of Julian of Norwich, that all shall be well. Because it is exactly 
in our suffering, in our frailty, that God meets us and carries us - grace upon 
grace. We are never alone, but held aloft by love.  
 

Over the years, we have had our share of suffering and more than our 
share of joy. Today KC is 41, married and mother of 14-year-old Mac. The last 
chapter is not written, of course, but we give thanks to be simply human under 
God’s sheltering care.  
 

A second experience of suffering provided Judith with an opportunity to answer 
God’s call:  
 

It was August, and we were on vacation. There were several messages on 
the answering machine when we got home. Please call our office as soon as you 
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can. Melanoma, the doctor said. I listened through a fog of fear as he went on to 
describe by types and stages how serious my case was, how glad he was to have 
caught it now and not later. Come into the office for another biopsy before we talk 
about treatment.  
 

I got off the phone. Rick and I went for a walk. I needed to ease my 
suffering by taking control and making plans.  Ginny was to begin her Junior year 
and in two short weeks we’d be driving KC to college in Virginia. If it’s the worst 
case, I began.... You will be all right, Rick. As for the girls, I’ve given them the very 
best of what I have. They would be sad, but they will be fine. We can figure out 
how to deal with whatever comes.  
 

The next days flew by. The nights did not. I was afraid, despairing. I didn’t 
want to leave my precious daughters, my husband, friends and family. I loved my 
beautiful life. I tried to hold onto a thread that promised that all would be well no 
matter the outcome. I read Psalm 91 again and again.  
 

For he will command his angels concerning you  
to guard you in all your ways.  

On their hands they will bear you up,  
so that you will not dash your foot against a stone. 

 
I placed myself in the hands of the angels and prayed for a peace all too 

elusive in the witching hours of the night. So many unknowns, too many stories 
of death from melanoma, too little time to accomplish what I thought I was 
supposed to do.  
 

The four of us drove to Richmond VA and left KC. We pretended to be 
brave. I entrusted my girls to the angels and prayed for their peace. Surgery was 
scheduled, a two inch by two-inch excision of the area, a sentinel node biopsy to 
rule out metastasis, enrollment in a John Wayne Cancer Institute Study. As we 
waited for surgery, I begged the angels to bear me up.  
 

Several weeks later, my scar was healing. I returned to my job. KC and 
Ginny were settled in school. Rick was ever my rock. The biopsy results were 
encouraging, and I’d be followed closely. Still I did not find the peace I’d been 
praying for. Instead an old restlessness surfaced with an invitation I both feared 
and longed for.  
 

You see, I loved my job as a school social worker, working with children 
and families in distress. But because I worked in a public school, I could not 
share the faith that had strengthened and sustained me in my own suffering.  It 
was like trying to bat one-handed when the children brought their fear and grief 
and anger into the office. What could I offer if I could not speak of God’s presence 
and love for them? 
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Rick and I walked nightly as we explored this sense of invitation. Was God 

calling me to some some kind of ministry? How can this be, I asked?  I knew I 
didn’t have what it takes; I couldn’t even speak in public for goodness sakes. I 
could only imagine what my family and friends would say: YOU? In ministry? 
Hysterical!  
 

Yet... I had wondered about ministry since childhood. But it had always 
been an easy idea to ignore. For many years, there were no women ministers. 
And once there were, these trailblazers paid a price as did their children and 
families - so much demand, so little time at home. Why lose your life to gain it, I 
thought, when the going is good enough.  
 

Why? Because suffering had loosed what had long been buried. It shouted: 
God gave you this life. It’s the only one you have. What are you going to do with 
it? By all means, do not ignore this invitation. And how could I? God had 
commanded the angels to see us through. We had been borne up. This was a 
story that had to be told, and while I was not ready, I knew God would be there to 
help me learn how to.  
 

And so it is- the blessing of suffering is that it shakes loose what wants to 
be brought forth. And God will command his angels concerning you.  

 
Both of these stories begin with difficult news that caused physical and mental 

distress.  Judith had a choice.  She could have stayed with the “why me” questions or 
merely lived with anger or denial.  But instead she made a supernatural use of suffering 
to see them as opportunities for change. 

 
So, when suffering comes, pray that the Holy Spirit can show us how this 

experience might be an opportunity for growth. Leonard Cohen in one of his songs tells 
us the importance of the wounds of life that create opportunities.  He sings: 

 
Ring the bells that still can ring 
Forget your perfect offering 
There is a crack, a crack in everything 
That's how the light gets in 
That's how the light gets in 
 

 If we are able to understand our suffering as an opportunity, God can use our 
hurts to help us grow.  As the poet Gibran tells us: 
 

“Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive 
characters are seared with scars.”  
 

 


