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The Reverend Dr. Brent Was 
 
 
 “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.” 

 AMEN.  That’s the sermon.  I have been trying to preach more compactly, but 

I should probably go on for a bit longer. 

 Like last week, I am going to leave Jesus’ promise of “weeping and gnashing of 

teeth” right where it lies.  If you feel a need for more of that sort of thing in your life, 

more of the evil being separated from the righteous, you need go no further than 

today’s paper.  There is plenty of terror there to gnash and weep about there, be it 

concerns about protestors damaging federal buildings or federal forces damaging 

protesters, or will it be too much unemployment relief offered by Congress or not 

enough.  Or just stick with the 140,000 and growing COVID deaths amongst our 

neighbors just here in this country... no matter your political or economic posture, 

ample opportunities for anxiety exist in this very moment.  There is plenty of cause 

for weeping and gnashing of teeth everywhere.  This is hard. 

 This is really hard, living during COVID 19.  If it isn’t hard, if you have found 

that your life hasn’t changed much, you might ask yourself if you are taking this 

seriously enough.  We don’t have many cases here in Hancock County, thanks be to 

God and thanks be to so many people here taking it seriously.  The pandemic was 

suppressed in the northeast because it was awful and people took it seriously.  It 

erupted in Florida and Texas and Southern California in part because not enough 

people did, and in part because folks grew tired of being vigilant because there weren’t 

many cases out there.  We could probably meet as a church now, and pretty safely, but 
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it is those little relaxations, those little risks... they accumulate.  Exposure increases 

with every interaction, every exchange of air is a roll of the viral-load dice, so we each 

need to consider what is worth the risk (though what the actual risk is is hard to 

discern).  In any case, that is what the vestry decided, that the way we could hold 

church now, with restricted attendance and poor internet up there, and masks and 

social distancing and that the state recommends that people over 65 not attend... the 

degraded worship we could offer in person is not worth the clear and present risk of 

transmission.   

We have to make judgements, do cost-benefit analyses about everything we do 

or want to do now.  My family and I went sailing last weekend.  We ate scallops at the 

Bagaduce Lunch.  There is risk and we are trying to make conscious decisions and 

hopefully wise ones.  We used to just do all of it, you know, live our lives, go to the 

store, see a movie, go to church out of hand.  None of us can do that now.  And that 

is hard.  Having to be mindful, having to be aware, to consciously decide about so 

many actions, so many choices we make each day... this is hard.   

 It is like St. Paul was writing directly to us when he wrote his letter to the 

church in Rome.  The very language, the images Paul develops in this passage hold us: 

“that very Spirit intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.”  “If God is for us, who is 

against us?”   And those beautiful words we began with, “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.” 

 St. Paul is mediating on what it means that God’s got us, that we are in God’s 

hands, that we are not alone, no matter what happens, no matter what seems to be 

happening.  That is what he is telling the people in Rome.  Nothing, not the actions of 

evil, human evil like persecutors or oppressors, nor natural evil like this pandemic, 

nothing, not even our own sinfulness, our own poor judgment will separate us from 
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God.  This is Good News of the best sort.  I don’t know about you, but there are 

some nights that I have trouble falling asleep, I worry about my family, about this 

church, about you all and your families, and the people around us who are out of 

work, and face losing the lifelines of the unemployment supplement and the eviction 

moratorium that both expire this week.  It might be getting really hard this coming 

week.  We might really begin to feel the actuality of double digit unemployment and a 

stalled economy this week.  And people keep dying.  Record number of people keep 

getting sick and dying, and this is the height of summer when schools are all closed 

and people are outside.  What will Fall bring?  With all of this going on, I really need 

to be reminded that God is present, that the Spirit intercedes for us, that Christ’s 

death means something, for us, right now.   

Because it does, mean something.  I wouldn’t walk around in the summer 

dressed as I do with a dog collar on if it didn’t.  It matters that we are connected to 

God.    Being inseparable from God does not mean that every little thing will be It 

matters in ways beyond our understanding, and it matters in ways that are palpable, 

like a lighthouse on a stormy night, or for us moderns, like an elusive bar on a 

cellphone.  It matters.  But it doesn’t matter in a way that everything is going to be ok.  

God’s presence being real in your life doesn’t mean you won’t get sick, that no one 

you love will suffer, that you’ll have enough of everything you need or you won’t be 

scared.  That is not the promise.   

My all-time favorite Marine Corps ad campaign was a series of posters they put 

out in the early eighties.  One was an officer candidate leaping over a telephone pole 

in an obstacle course, looking exhausted, harried, and harassed, that was certainly my 

experience of Office Candidate School.  Another was a drill instructor, the brim of his 

Smokey Bear inches from a private’s face screaming something surely not suitable for 

church.  They were such honest images of a peace time Marine Corps, underscored 

with the caption, “We didn’t promise you a rose garden.”  No they did not.  And 
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while the Commonwealth of God doesn’t look anything like boot camp or OCS, 

God, like the Marines, doesn’t promise us a rose garden.   

What God does promise is that in your fear and trembling, in that sickness 

unto death, you are not alone.  God is with you.  By grace you are welcomed back no 

matter how far you have strayed, what you have done, how wrong you have been.  

Everyone has a second chance with God, or a seventh, or a seventy times seventh 

chance. What God promises is that you can bear it, you can, the suffering, the fear, 

the loss; just like Jesus did, because Jesus did.  His self-sacrifice on the Cross did a lot 

of things, one thing being that He taught us a lot about enduring.  He endured.  

Humans are very, very good at enduring.  Jesus sanctified suffering to us.  It is not 

something to seek, and needless suffering, suffering at the hands of others is an 

abomination, but suffering will find us and you can endure.  Like Jesus, you can 

endure.  That capacity is a blessing of God.  In Jesus, you can endure even better.  

Not gracefully, necessarily.  Not without losing it, at least some of the time. Jesus 

Himself had a great moment of doubt and fear “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?”  And He endured.  He persisted.  And so can we.  In Him, so can you.  

But what does it all mean?  What does it mean to feel God’s presence?  What 

does it mean to be comforted by God, to find encouragement in Christ’s suffering for 

us?  Some of us feel it, the presence of God, and feel it palpably.  In the sanctification 

of our experiences, good, bad and indifferent, some of us notice God’s hand at work, 

we notice those deep sighs.  Some of us don’t.  I think probably most of us don’t, not 

most of the time, and no one senses God’s presence, God’s grace all the time, though 

that presence is always and everywhere.   

Just about every paper you write in any ministry class in seminary are some 

form of spiritual autobiography.  Those aren’t there just to stoke ministerial 

narcissism, few of us need any encouragement in that direction, rather we did them to 

really work on noticing how God acts on us, identifying those moments, those often 
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micro-moments when grace happened, where the sighs were too deep for words, but 

not too soft to hear.  And the more intense, the more dramatic times were, the more 

likely it was that you’d discern God, that God’s presence could be felt, that divine 

meaning could be made. 

What those exercises taught me and what my time in ordained ministry and 

parenthood confirms, is that God is active always.  God is right there in every sunrise, 

in every passing comet, and in every day-lily blooming so brightly for such a short 

time. God is discernable in every embrace of a loved one, in every tear of a child or 

peal of their laughter.  In every sleeping kitty, playful puppy, even in the rat that bit 

the cat with the green grass growing all around... the fullness of the creation, of the 

Creator of the Creation is right there.  Right in front of you.  Each time you forgive 

someone, each time you are polite and considerate, and patient; each time you act in 

kindness and each time you do not respond in kind to unkind acts, that is God 

happening.  Each time you put your needs and desires second to the needs and desires 

of those more vulnerable, those more needful, than yourself, that is God, the fullness 

of God in Christ with the Holy Spirit is right there, right in front of you, arms 

outstretched, for you.  It is not rocket science.  It is not in riding a donkey to 

Damascus, or being imprisoned, or facing crucifixion that most of us will experience 

God, we don’t even need to wait for a loved one to die or to face our own death to 

encounter God like Paul is telling us we can.  It is being in the world with a mind 

towards God that brings God closer and closer, or more precisely, makes you more 

and more open to God’s willing embrace. 

And that is in regular times that we can find God by just paying attention.  

Times when things are just going along, day-to-day, for most of us.  That is to say not 

like right now.  Right now, in this moment of heightened everything, God’s presence 

is palpable, or occasions to experience God’s presence are.  I encourage you to keep 

your eyes and ears and most importantly, your hearts open. When you hear some 
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really bad news on the radio, pause for a moment and wonder where God is in the 

story.  When you get a call from a friend or a family member with hard news, or them 

being nervous or discouraged or lonely, pause for a moment and wonder where God 

is in their struggle.  When someone comes across your newsfeed who mere presence 

makes your blood boil, ask yourself what that moment, that person looks like from 

God’s point of view, that is a point of view imbued with love and forgiveness and 

benefits of the doubt.  That is the God from Whom nothing can separate us.  Keep 

your eyes open.  God is good.  God is here.  With you.  Always. 

I’ll end with a prayer we use at Morning Prayer.  It comes from the 1929 

Scottish Book of Common Prayer.  It reads:  

O Almighty and merciful God, with whom are the issues of 
life and death: Grant us, we beseech thee, help and 
deliverance in this time of grevious mortality, and sanctify to 
us this affliction, that in our sore distress we may turn our 
hearts unto thee; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

AMEN. 

 


