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Here we are on All Saints Sunday, two days before a presidential election in the United States, pinning our
ear to the scriptural wisdom post of a saint—=Saint Paul, the apostle. And much of his wisdom speaks about
groaning. Now isn’t that timely? Because we’ve been groaning through a global pandemic, racial injustice, and
political divisions. This has been a tough season, hasn’t it? However, with a long historical view, none of this is
really new. It might be new for us but the saints of old, like St. Paul, knew that “the whole creation has been
groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit,
groan inwardly...”

The saints endured pandemics and political upheavals and experienced poverty, pain, persecution and
suffering as human beings. They knew hardship, distress, famine, nakedness, peril, and endured the power of the
mighty sword. So when the saints go marching in, if we have eyes to see, they are marching, but perhaps with a limp
or a twisted hip, because of all the bruises from the many battles of life. They’re marching but they have also been
groaning.

St. Paul knew that the gospel is in the groan, too. This won’t win him any seminary preaching contests in the
age of the health and wealth, painless, prosperity gospel that pimps people for profits. This won’t be popular in an
era in which we sell worship under the umbrella of the commercialized Christian music industry in which some
can’t wait to get their so-called praise on. But the saints know that sometimes we need to get our “groan on.” The
whole creation groans.

St. Paul knew that the gospel groans. The saints marched through many dangers, toils and snares. Life was
full of suffering, a difficult journey for many of our ancestors. They experienced, as we do, what James Dunn refers
to as an “out-of -jointness” in which so much of life is out of joint—Ilabor pains and agony and tragedy and
struggle. The saints knew that this was a part of living the gospel. The groans of the created order express the
presence of pain and tell the truth about human life. St. Paul knew the truth even as he says that the sufferings are
“not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed.” Yet the saints knew that to get to the glory one has to
go through the groaning. Groaning is a precursor to glory. Good Friday crucifixion before an Easter resurrection. A
cross before a crown. Death before life. St. Paul implicitly asks us on this day, “Does your gospel groan?”

He knew that reality can be messy when you follow Jesus. And remember, the groaning is not just out there
as if we can socially distance ourselves from it, but it is in here, too—in us! Aren’t you groaning? We groan inwardly
and can’t escape this interconnected ecology of pain even if we tried. Suffering resides within us and around us.
Suffering stalks us like the paparazzil Even underneath our privileged pedigrees we are perpetually groaning because
life is incomplete and unsatisfactory in the valley of heartache. We’re longing for more. Waiting for more. Groaning
for more.

St. Paul also knew that these groans are not only cosmological and anthropological. But they are also
pneumatological. What do I mean? They have to do with the work of the Spirit, pmeuma. St. Paul says that the Spirit
intercedes with “sighs too deep for words” which can be translated “inarticulate groanings.” That means God
groans right alongside all of creation, right beside all of us, right along with the saints as they march and groan to
glory. St. Paul knew a groaning God. Do you?

God doesn’t escape the groans and labor pains of pervasive suffering. God doesn’t leave us to our own
resources. God doesn’t leave us to drown in tears of despair and carry our burdens alone. God enters into solidarity
with us in the midst of our groan-filled agony. Our groans do not isolate us from God, even at a time of physical



distancing, but allow us to be more deeply connected with God the Spirit who groans. The Spirit doesn’t avoid
suffering—in a wilderness or a valley of dry bones or a global pandemic. The Spirit is not only on the mountaintops
of spiritual ecstasy; the saints knew that the Spirit is also immersed in the existential agony and messiness of life.
That means God gets down with us in the groan. When I ascend into heaven, God is there. But even when I make
my bed in hell, God is there. God groans for God’s own redemption.

St. Paul knew that we needed to nurture a spirituality of groaning as a mark of what it means to be a
Christian and part of God’s creation. Yet, these groans—due to hardship, distress, famine, persecution, nakedness,
peril, pandemics, guns and swords—don’t tell the whole gospel story. These groans are going somewhere; they’re
marching somewhere. To a glory about to be revealed. They’re going to glory, going after glory. Longing, waiting,
and hoping, even while groaning, knowing that hope doesn’t disappoint us (Rom. 5:5). And the same Spirit who
helps us groan, helps us hope because the guts of the groanings is hope. St. Paul knew this.

But what in the world is this glory for which we hope? What is creation groaning for? What is our deepest
longing as human beings? St. Paul builds his case on one firm foundation in the courtroom of life and he answers:
God’s love in Christ Jesus. When he expands his argument, he turns to love. “If God is for us, who is against us? He
who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?”
St. Paul knew that God is “for us” and with us and that this extravagant love is not cheap but costly. It costs God a
Son. This love “for us” hurts. This love “for us” groans. This love “for us” dies. A gory glory. Groanings give birth
to love in Romans 8 and the same Spirit that groans within us is the same Spirit who sheds God’s love in our hearts.
So we can experience love right now. We need love right now, don’t we? Instead of all of the hate. The Spirit helps
us know God’s love in Christ Jesus. And this love for us is more powerful than all of our groans about our current
circumstances. St. Paul shows us that groans give way to a glorious love that words cannot encapsulate.

St. Paul is a sophisticated preacher so he moves from groaning lament to glorious celebration. He begins his
crescendo at the particular moment when he says, “Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship or
distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or peril or sword (or an election)?”” He declares a confident “No”
because suffering and sorrow and heartache will not have the final word in the gospel story but love will. The love
of God. The incomprehensible, incredible, immutable, unconditional, inexhaustible, undefeatable, unstoppable love
of God in Christ Jesus. The end of this passage signifies the End of time, when all will be love. In the end is love
because God is love. And the saints are marching to God’s love because love wins.

In March 2000, horrendous floods hit the country of Mozambique, leaving many homes and lives
threatened and lost. It was a sea of death literally. One pregnant woman, Ms. Pedro, climbed into a tree for safety
and shelter once the floods overwhelmed her home. Some of her relatives, including her grandmother, were killed
in the floods. She was in the tree for three days. Near the end of her time in the tree, on the third day, she gave birth
to a daughter. An African tree became a contemporary tree of life. In the midst of the groaning of all creation, in
the midst of a sea of death, groaning labor pains gave birth to life and love in the form of a newborn baby. Love
wins. As Frederick Buechner writes, “Resurrection means the worst thing will not be the last thing” because love is
the last thing and God will have the last word.

And God’s love is strong, even stronger than all the death we’ve been going through in the world. “For I am
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,
nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.” God’s love can’t be stopped. God’s love won’t be stopped. It keeps going and going and going.
God’s love in Christ breaks through our barriers and silos of suffering. We groan now, but, in the end, we will
praise just like St. Paul because of love. St. Paul knew God’s love.

God’s love will lift us to heights we’d never imagine—in the midst of your groaning valley of despair. God’s
love will meet you, to lift you, to redeem you. St. Paul experiences God’s redeeming love so he praises at the end of
Romans 8 with a rhetoric of excess, a rhetorical flourish. Unashamed, unrestricted, unmitigated, uncompromising,
and I might even add unseminary-like praise. God’s love will make you praise in excess with a surplus of meaning.
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Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor
depth, nor anything else in all creation. St. Paul climaxes at this point. Rhetoricians would call this amplification.
Homileticians would call this celebration. With my sanctified imagination, I hear music in the subtext of the Pauline
text. St. Paul reaches this height of doxology and celebration because he first engages the depths of human pain and
lament. St. Paul reaches glory because he’s already groaned. He acknowledges “nobody knows the trouble I see,”
but the love of God makes St. Paul sing, “glory, hallelujah.” This is more than a letter of love. It’s more like a
German lieder of love, a symphony of love, an ode to love. Do you hear the music that you can’t hear with your
ears? Maybe it’s Bach. Maybe it’s Beethoven. Maybe it’s the Beetles. Maybe it’s Bob Matley. Maybe it’s Beyonce.

No matter the genre, St. Paul is basically raising the roof as he pumps up the volume of doxology. All
because of God’s love. This is a Pentecostal moment, a Spirit-filled moment, a doxology grounded in the Spirit with
a horizon of hope for the future as he rises to express his love for God because he’s loved by God. And we are all
loved by God! St. Paul’s received something he’s been yearning for his whole life, longing for late in the midnight
hour, groaning for during his entire ministry—love. St. Paul’s been groaning for love. And we’ve been groaning for
love, the love of God that will never let us go.

And nothing can separate us, nothing can separate you, from God’s love. No matter how deep and wide,
wide and deep is the groaning fountain of fear in the world, in this nation or our lives. Nothing can separate us. No
thing. Pick your language—nada, rien, nichts, kitu. It still means the same thing. Nothing. And nothing means
nothing. Nothing can stop God from loving you.

St. Paul knew that in the end it will not be the triumph of the groan, but instead, it will be “the triumph of
God” (Christiaan Becker). Because love wins. What the world needs now is love. What the United States needs now
is love. What Republicans and Democrats and Independents need now is love. What Christians need now is love
because “the greatest of these” is love. Love is the power we need in the days ahead.

I’m casting my vote this morning. Are you ready for it? I vote for God’s love. Is anybody with me?
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