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5th Sunday in Ordinary Time B (Feb. 7, 2021-STM: 10 AM) 

 

Nadia Bolz-Weber in “Sermon on why hope and vapid optimism are not the same 
thing,” writes this: 

I’ve said it before but whenever I am in a real mess of pain, when a relationship has ended or I 
am in some kind of emotional suffering, and some well-meaning Christians say, “Well, when 
God closes a door, he opens a window,” I start immediately looking around for that open 
window so I can push them out of it. Which is to say, I don’t find ignoring the difficult reality of 
our lives in favor of some kind of blindly cheerful optimism to be hopeful; I find it to be 
delusional. 

So, yes, it feels like hope can be risky and connecting hope to suffering can be sketchy. 

But maybe the way suffering produces endurance and endurance produces character and 
character produces hope is that suffering, endurance and character actually free us from the 
burden of having to be naively optimistic. Maybe if hope isn’t a very reliable starting point, then 
hope is not something we strive to muster up for ourselves. Maybe real hope is always 
something we are surprised by. This week I started to think of hope as that which is left after all 
else has failed us. And that is an Easter hope. —Nadia Bolz-Weber, “Sermon on why hope and 
vapid optimism are not the same thing,” Patheos.com, May 28, 2013. patheos.com. 

 
 My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, on this 5th Sunday in Ordinary Time, our 
readings present us with suffering.   Job suffered greatly.  He was a righteous man who followed 
God’s laws. He was a faithful Jew. Yet he suffered. Hardships befell him.  Job lamented. “Is not 
man’s life a drudgery?” “I have been assigned months of misery and troubled nights allotted to 
me.”  He talked about nights dragging on and not wanting to get out of bed.  He was restless.  
He wondered if he would be happy again.    Job feels he is being treated unfairly.   Job expresses 
some very natural, human emotions: doubt, loneliness, loss, anger.    All of these are part of the 
human story.  Life brings us joy and happiness.  Life brings us easy times and hard times.   
 
 In the gospel, we see how Peter’s mother-in-law is sick. She is suffering. Jesus, the divine 
physician, comes and heals her.  He relieves her suffering. He cures others who were sick with 
various diseases.  He drove out demons.   
 
 Suffering is a part of the human condition.  It is there.  We have to figure out what to do 
with it.  Being religious, being a faithful Catholic is no protection from sickness or suffering.  We 
do not come to church in order to have a magic veil placed over us that would keep us free 
from any form of suffering.  We come to Mass so as to be strengthened for those times when 
suffering does come our way. We have our faith to see us through those harder times of life.  
We do not wish suffering on anyone, but we should not expect to be free from suffering.    
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 During this time of COVID, we have seen the very depths of human suffering. I have 
ministered to many patients and families during this time-young and old-who have suffered 
greatly.  I have watched lives slip away.  It is hard to have the right words. Sometimes there is 
not much to say other than to accompany people through death.  Sometimes all I can do is to 
provide the Church’s sacraments.  But here is the key thing, when someone is sick or suffering 
and they or a loved one call for the priest, that is a sign of faith.  That means that we believe 
that God is still acting, that God has not left, even in suffering.  I do not pretend to have the 
answers to why suffering exists or why some seem to suffer more than others. However, what I 
do know, what I am convinced of, is that Christ suffers with.  This is what the cross teaches us 
this.  
 

 N.T. Wright, in “For All God’s Worth” write this: 

I was talking to somebody not long ago who said, “You know, I used to believe in God; but then, 
as I grew up, I found it harder and harder to think of this old man up there in the sky, so far 
removed from all the pain and suffering down here in the world.” 

And I said to him, “I don’t believe in that god either! The God I believe in is the God I see in the 
middle of the pain and the suffering down here in the world. Without Jesus, the crucified Jesus, 
sharing and bearing the pain and sin and suffering of the world, I don’t actually know who on 
earth or in heaven God might be at all.” 

You see, if you envisage a god up there in the sky, detached from the reality of the world, any 
worship you offer will simply be a distant acknowledgement of majesty, like the ploughboy 
doffing his cap as the great nobleman rides by ignoring him. 

And if you go the other route, as my friend was inclined to, and say that therefore the word 
“god” can only refer to the impulse of goodness inside we, then you’ll find it pretty hard to 
sustain any real sense of worship at all. All you’re left with is the ploughboy imagining himself to 
be a nobleman. 

But if Jesus is to be the lens through which you glimpse the beauty of God, you will discover 
what it means to worship, because you will discover what it means to be loved. 

—N.T. Wright, For All God’s Worth: True Worship and the Calling of the Church (Eerdmans, 
1997), 9-10. 
  

 This is a key difference with Christianity: our God has come and suffered with us.  

Suffered for us.  God has been there.  Incarnation brought God to earth in order to redeem, to 

make whole, to take our flawed human condition and make it holy.     

To you who this day are suffering in some way here in this church, in your home, in the 

hospital, to those who are suffering physically or emotionally or mentally I say this: I do not 

pretend to understand your pain, but I know that you are not alone. Know that Christ walks 

with you. Know that we walk with you and know that the one thing you always have is hope. 
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That is what is left after everything has failed us.  Hope is what points us toward the 

resurrection. Hope is what tells us that one day we will have no suffering or pain.  Yet it is 

sometimes very hard to see through the pain, through the suffering. I understand that.  I 

understand that is hard to also watch people you love suffer. I understand it is hard when a 

child is diagnosed with a serious illness. I understand it is hard when you have to check your 

spouse into hospice.  But in all of this, enters Jesus, that divine physician, to help heal the spirit, 

the soul, maybe even the body sometimes.  He is the one who provides the last thing for us 

when everything else has failed us: hope.  In the end, what do we have? Christ our hope. 

 A parishioner shared with me this past week that while he was hospitalized recently, he 

began a conversation with his nurse about the crucifix that he had placed on the table near his 

bed.   The nurse and he talked about religion and faith and Catholicism.  Slowly, this parishioner 

began to work on his nurse, to care for her in a way as she cared for him.  These conversations 

have led to an openness to exploring more about that the Catholic faith.  Evangelization was 

happening in that hospital room in the midst of sickness and uncertainty.  God used that 

moment of sickness to reach another soul.  Suffering became redemptive.     

 Life will bring us so many ups and downs.  Life will be really happy at some points and 

really hard at others. But we are people of faith, people of the cross, people who can see 

suffering and pain through the lens of the cross. And this really makes all the difference in the 

world. Amen.  


