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In this time of the pandemic, we are often in some way hoping to transcend 
the spaces between us to be in unity. Paul knew something about this. He 
writes from afar to a church feeling like that young adult who just moved 
out on their own, or the recently widowed one who finds invariably 
something happens that you just know the one not here would know what 

to do. If only we could transcend the space between us. The pandemic has 
placed us in uncharted waters that can feel like a labor, asking much 
“steadfastness” and much of faith. I find kindred spirits amidst these letters 
to the churches scattered and in the midst of internal and external 
challenges that faith, hope and love. Not the least of which was mail was 
slow, it was not easy to be face to face, and uncertainty abounded. Sound 
familiar? 
Well, Paul’s letter has arrived-let’s imagine it’s for us. 
 
First, he writes, “I pray for you.” Imagine being prayed for by name. 

Powerful for Paul to write and for those who hear to hear. “I pray for you,” 
not in some token way, but in a deeper relationship where the embers of 
the fire of love are stoked to brightness. When we as pastors write the 
prayers, we think of you. Sometimes in my own devotion life, I pray our 
church directory. As I say your name, I ponder what prayer might be the 
one you most need. However we feel scattered, in our prayer life we are 
gathered in the power of the Spirit, one with another, somehow 
transcending the space between us and the space perhaps we feel from 
God. 
 

Then Paul writes, “I remember you.” We’re being thought of, but also being 
“re-membered.” That feeling when someone reaches out in a time of crisis 
where afterwards and you somehow felt put back together. God uses this to 
transcend the spaces between us to put us together. 
 
From this space, Paul encourages us. He and God know that many become 
zealously devoted to those who claim to be “God.” It is no small task when 
the world feels so daunting to continue to commit yourselves to the Christ 
or even the building you cannot see in the face of powerful forces. It’s 
daunting in any age. While various gods, idols, and the people who worship 



them live around us, God the Father and Christ the Son live in us. We draw 
our very life from God who has named us and claims us. And though we 
sometimes assume our church’s health and survival depends on our own 
ingenuity or some kind of fresh vision because otherwise we’ll wilt and die, 
it is not so. Our stability comes not because of something we muster, but 
because God is at work in us. God is our hope for the future.  

Idols like ambition for money and power, obsessions with things like social 
media still fill our world. By God’s amazing grace, Spirit and gospel, God 
continues to graciously transform us so we can let go of those idols to hold 
onto our living God. God wants to to nurture in us a willingness to “wait for 
God” not to race to false hopes; to imitate Christ in tribulations knowing 

Christ is in unity with us. 

Yet, Paul knows Christ followers can feel overwhelmed. Speaking of 
“persecution” reminds us we share in the cross. Crucifixion-like experiences 
happen, but remember, beloveds, “you received the word with joy inspired 
by the Holy Spirit.” Jesus’ resurrection had and has the power to transcend 
and in spite of persecution, you received the word. We could replace 
“persecution” with any struggle we may know. In spite of… “remote 
working, the inability to hug our loved ones, job insecurity, fear of illness, 
loneliness and more”…we receive the word. If you’re keeping track you 
have received prayers, and remembering and the word. All this is given to 

encourage us, as believers, to imitate and bind ourselves to Paul, the other 
churches, and the Lord, not only in the cross, but also in resurrection-like 
experiences.  
 
We receive this word accompanied by joy inspired by the same Spirit. Do 
not hear that you must have joy. Hear that God gives joy- the capacity for 
joy from God who desires to unlock the fullness of our humanity in a deep, 
trusting relationship with the God who loves us, who gives us faith and 
gives us one another. Through the Holy Spirit, God lets us know that we are 

in a remarkable transcending relationship. Paul tells us that one way to 
increase our awareness of this, is by imitating our Lord and our fellow 
believers in the Spirit. 
 
This got me thinking about those I want to imitate in the faith, for whom I 
give thanks to God. Across my life, those I most wanted to imitate have not 
been sports figures or pop culture icons, in spite of those images on 
Wheaties cereal or other places. They are those with whom I have had a 
meaningful relationship. Someone whose calling me by name filled me with 
joy and hope; who made me feel loved even when I felt unlovable; who 



encouraged me; who opened the gifts of art, music and the joy of creation; 
Who nurtured my gifts when perhaps I or others did not perceive them; 
who strengthened my resilience and my prayer life.  
Remembering them puts them back in my heart and mind in the here and 
now, in some way. It transcends the space and makes me feel closer to God 
who gave them to me. I want to imitate them because of how God labored 
in love and steadfastness through them. 
What makes them extra treasured is that I know something of their own 
struggles, that though present, did not define them. What defined them 
was their faith, their hope and their love as they reflected resurrection 
anyway. I knew this because they were vulnerable enough to forge real 
relationships. We can find ourselves avoiding such vulnerability, but our 

growth, sustenance and healing come from honesty. Those we are gifted 
with in the Holy Spirit are signs God wants to continue to meet us in our 
real world and nurture our faith, hope and love.  
 
We are not being encouraged to ignore our harsh realities. Paul is 
encouraging us to be aware of what God is doing in all these people and 
ways, so we can remain thankful to God for blessings that crises sometimes 
threaten to overshadow. We as believers may feel a little weary or wobbly. 
We may need to be reminded of who we are in Christ. To transcend what 
we cannot see and be put back together. Part of that comes in being 

encouraged as Paul shows. 
 
Friends, I spent some time reflecting upon our Grace family and all I see in 
you. If I had more time I could give another whole sermon’s worth of your 
witness in powerful ways. But I do want to say what you need to hear. So 
much of our lives these days feel like labor and what we did or did not do. I 
want to give thanks for your reflection of resurrection in the world.  
God is at work in you in ways that echo God’s work in places like that 
scattered church in Thessalonica. I see the myriad lives you bless far and 
wide. So Thank you. And know I pray to God to continually encourage you, 

in works of faith, labors of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord.  
 


