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Many of you know that every winter, my dad and I go up to New Hampshire to do some mountain 
climbing. Our big day is Mount Washington, which is the tallest mountain in New England. To give 
you an idea of what it’s like, our nicest day at the summit had 50 mph winds and a negative 40 
windchill. It’s the sort of place where folks go when they’re preparing for big mountains like Rainier 
in Washington State or Denali in Alaska. 
 
There’s no guarantee that we get to the summit—it’s a long, tiring day, and you might be turned 
back by wind, snowpack, visibility, or just sheer exhaustion. So last year, it wasn’t totally surprising 
when, after we had broken out above the tree line, my dad turned around to me to tell me that he 
wasn’t going to make it, and that he thought he’d have to turn around. 
 
Now, I’ve climbed with my dad for the better part of a decade, and I’ve seen what he looks like 
when he’s totally out of steam, when to keep going would be dangerous. But this wasn’t one of 
those times. Yes, he was sore, yes, it was still a long slog through deep snow, but I also knew that he 
could do it—it was just going to hurt. So that’s what I told him. No, you’re fine—we’re going to 
walk for at least another hour, and then you can tell me how you feel. 
 
Afterwards, he ended up thanking me for that moment. At that point on the trail, he genuinely 
doubted whether he could continue. But I didn’t, I knew there was more in him, and that my 
confidence in him allowed him to dig deeper, find a reserve of strength and determination, and keep 
going. 
 
I’ve also been on the receiving end of those “soldier-on” moments. Sometimes physical endurance, 
sometimes mental. During harder times in my teenaged years, my mother used to remind me that 
you can pretty much do anything for a month. And then another month. And maybe another. We all 
have stories of ourselves or others, stories that point to remarkable wells of strength in the human 
spirit, stories of hardship and suffering that push people to the breaking point, and yet they endure 
and even thrive. 
 
There’s a word for this: grit. Grit is an essential part of the development of human character. It’s the 
characteristic that helps kids from tough backgrounds thrive against the odds. It’s what keeps law 
students up at night prepping for the bar exam. People who push through the challenge and 
persevere towards the goal learn that avoiding suffering is not a particularly lofty ambition. Instead, 
they know that pushing through suffering can build essential character. 
 
As we pivot towards our New Testament text this morning, I would speculate that the author of 1 
Peter would probably agree, particularly that human beings ought to, when given an option, move 
towards places of suffering. But there’s a problem. I dug into the Greek of 1 Peter and throughout 
the New Testament, and nowhere did I find a word that we would translate as grit. Grit is not a 
New Testament concept. And yet it is clear that enduring suffering is an essential task for followers 
of Jesus. So if not to build grit, then why? 
 



 

 

For the follower of Jesus, enduring suffering to develop tenacity and grit is important, but it’s not 
the end. There’s more to it than gaining the strength to prevail through the storms of life. There is, 
in fact, a uniquely Christian reason to turn towards suffering, rather than away from it. 
 
The words in 1 Peter challenge us. First, he’s addressing slaves. By the 21st century, it is 
unambiguous that slavery of any sort is morally wrong. And yet it was a reality of the Roman world 
in which Peter lived and wrote. Given that, and the political powerlessness of early Christians, he 
doesn’t call slaves to revolt, and he might today. Instead, Peter gives a call to righteousness in order 
to ensure that the suffering these slaves endure doesn’t even have the appearance of being deserved, 
but instead shows that they are suffering for doing right, not wrong. In this case, suffering isn’t an 
end to itself, but a way to participate in Christ’s ministry, who by all accounts suffered and died 
unjustly. In suffering while doing right, Peter empowers slaves to take the same road that Christ 
took, that their suffering might be vindicated. 
 
For Peter, there’s no easy explanation to suffering, no saying that it’s a test devised by God, or that 
God’s about to make our suffering go away if they just pray enough. Instead, he says that by going 
towards suffering, rather than retreating from it, we are following the way that Christ went already. 
Christ chose to suffer, even unjustly, and so Christian discipleship means going that way as well. 
 
I don’t think that gives a whole lot of incentive to follow Jesus. If there’s a god who says I can skip 
suffering, that sounds nice! But then again, suffering seems to be unavoidable. I think those amongst 
us with even the tiniest bit of experience in this world will conclude that being a person means, in 
part, experiencing suffering. 
 
I hardly need to give examples of suffering, except that I want to say that there’s not one or even a 
few particular kinds of it. Spend enough time with different people, and you’ll know that nobody 
gets a pass. Yes, there is more acute suffering, and yes, there are those who get far, far more than 
their fair share. But you can look both around the world and within yourself, and see places of 
suffering, whether in bombs on a distant country, or in unrealized dreams. Some suffering comes 
from other humans, some comes by nature and chance, but either way, we all experience it. 
 
Our choice as human beings is limited to the realities of the world we live in. We can try to avoid or 
retreat, but I’ve never heard of that working. I suspect that most of us here know something about 
setting our face towards challenges, building grit and perseverance. But as followers of Jesus, there’s 
more. 
 
We have an additional choice, a choice that gives me hope, a choice that is more than just grit. Jesus 
himself chose to endure suffering, going in front of us on that path. So we shouldn’t be surprised to 
find that, when we choose to turn towards the suffering in our world as well as the suffering in 
ourselves, when we choose to enter into what seem to be dark places, we find Christ himself waiting 
for us, illuminating what we thought was darkness, already calling life and healing out of brokenness. 
 
As followers of Jesus, we view the world through the prism of his life, death, and resurrection. The 
path that leads to true life goes unavoidably through the executioner’s cross, unavoidably through 
suffering, and we have to come face to face with the realities of the things that are broken. And yet 
it’s in the most broken places that Jesus resides, lighting the darkness, and healing the broken. It was 
Jesus himself who said that he came to heal the sick, not the well. 



 

 

In the early 1980’s a white Dartmouth student from Vermont felt a call to understand the challenges 
that remained and still remain around race and reconciliation. A generation away from the Civil 
Rights Era and Dr. King, Chris Rice wondered why America was still so divided, so hurt. To answer 
this question, he drove down to Jackson, Mississippi for an internship with Voice of Calvary 
Ministries, an organization that still today focuses on economic empowerment and racial 
reconciliation, led by legendary civil rights leader John Perkins. Rice intended to stay for a short 
while, hoping to contribute something during his stay. Instead, his short visit lasted over a decade 
and a half and changed the course of his life. 
 
Like many well-meaning people, Rice thought that he would have something to offer as an Ivy 
League-educated student in a poor, urban community. He thought he might learn a bit, and then 
return home having done some good and learned a few important lessons. Instead, he was 
confronted with two parallel realities. One was the reality that the effects of slavery and Jim Crow 
did not end overnight. Generations of economic disempowerment and institutional segregation was 
not so easily solved by the passage of a few laws. But at the same time, he also found that there were 
already people who had grown up in those places who were transforming their own communities. 
There were already people there who had been called by God, like him, to love and serve. As it 
turned out, Jackson, Mississippi didn’t need Chris Rice. Chris Rice needed Jackson. 
 
When Rice was that young student in New England, he saw suffering in the world that he 
recognized, but did not understand. He could have retreated from it, but he instead chose to literally 
move towards it. In doing so, he found that a place of racial injustice needed no saving from him, 
because Jesus had gotten there long before, and would be there long afterwards. Although Jackson 
felt broken it was there he found Christ. And in finding Christ, he found himself as well. The act of 
following Jesus into suffering, and of recognizing that Jesus is already there, is a central step in 
knowing not only others, but knowing who we really are, and what we were made for. 
 
People who persevere through hard times often say that they know themselves better at the end of 
their journey, because they have dug deep and found they were capable of more than they knew. 
That’s a lot, but it’s not all, because we worship a God who has gone to the darkest places before us, 
and that it is in meeting our Lord there that we see in the reflection our true selves, called by God 
and equipped for love. 
 
If I’m honest with you, this all gives me a bit of trepidation. Because when confronted with the 
physical challenge of running that extra mile, the emotional challenge of walking into that hospital 
room, or the inward journey of probing my own soul, I’m not sure what I’ll find, and I don’t know 
how I’ll react. The theologian Henri Nouwen put it this way: “Our inclination is to show our Lord 
only what we feel comfortable with. But the more we dare to reveal our whole trembling self to him, 
the more we will be able to sense that his love, which is perfect love, casts out all our fears.” 
 
With all this talk of suffering, you might think that I think it’s all we have to look forward to. It’s 
obviously not, and I daily find God’s love in the kindness of friends, in the beauty of the world, the 
generosity of strangers, and much more. But there’s no use in pretending that there is not also 
suffering. The world is suffering, but we will be no good for it unless we are able to plumb the 
depths of our own suffering and find that Christ is already with us, and that God’s love for us is 
irrevocable. The Christian call to orient ourselves towards suffering—this is in fact good news, 
because there we receive not only our own strength, but God’s strength, in order to join with Christ 
who is already at work healing the broken, lost, and lonely. Amen. 


