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One of the privileges of Christian ministry is sharing in the lives of people at significant moments in their lives. Some of those are joyful, in the birth of a child, an anniversary, a wedding celebration. At other times it is having conversations around a hospital bed, visiting people in their homes and listening to stories of loss, of loneliness and heartache, or walking with people living with the loss in death of those they love and preparing for the funeral. It’s at moments like these when we are vulnerable that we are also open to presence of God to touch us with joy or to share our sorrow.

In my youth I was a long distant runner, won the school cross-country race, came fourth to de Castella in the 1500 school athletics race and was always captivated by the stamina and sheer grit of marathon runners. It will be no surprise to learn that the words of 2 Timothy in our readings for this Sunday resonate with me:
I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.

It’s inspiring to discover how can people grow through the struggles and challenges of life. Even those difficult and confronting periods in our lives can be times of growth that leave us a little wiser and more human than before, and maybe more accepting of others or hopefully more understanding.

A poem that has accompanied me through the years, while no great piece of literature, nevertheless speaks about character formed under life’s duress.

A tree upon a cliff half dead against the wind
	with knots and gnarls and twisted limbs
	Ugly? ‘No!’ A thousand blasts had it withstood
	And clung now grand against the sky.
	Greatness is not in ease nor character in polish
	but gnarled and broken limbs still green
	reveal a life in league with God.

The apostle Paul wrote something similar in Romans:
  	… we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 
 	 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 
 	   and hope does not disappoint us, 
 	because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 
 	through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us.    Romans 5:3-5

Both these quotes speak about the triumph of love that accompanies the sometimes-hidden presence of God in our lives.	
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