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One of the cards I received in response to my question, “Tell me a time when you felt rich” was from a mother.  The card was unsigned but it told the story of this woman’s hunt for the perfect Christmas gift for her mother and that perfect gift was an opal ring. Now important to this story is the fact that the author, the one in search of the ring, did not like opals one bit.  But because they were her mother’s birthstone she searched and searched for a ring that would bring her mother joy.  She and her youngest child, a boy of 8 or 9, trudged in and out of stores looking for the right ring.  Upon finding it, the woman joyously purchased it and left it to be sized just in time for the holiday.   
Now, fast forward to Christmas morning.  To the woman’s surprise the final gift given to her by her family was a box just big enough to hold an opal ring.  With her son’s beaming face before her the woman opened the box and heard her child say, “Mom, you and I went to store after store and you tried on every opal ring.  But that one was your favorite, I remember you said it was your favorite.  So Dad and I went back and got it!  What could she say?  Her eyes filled with tears as she examined her extraordinary gift.  

When I read this morning’s text it occurred to me that Paul was offering Timothy just such a gift.  It was a gift beyond price; but it was a gift that, just like the opal ring, initially held no attraction for Timothy.  

What was the gift that Paul gave?  Could it have been Paul’s instruction to Timothy to fan into flame his gifts; to not let them grow cold like the embers of a dying fire?  After all, instruction is not always wanted; but when it comes from the heart and provides wisdom, in the end it is a marvelous gift.  Maybe Paul’s gift was the word of encouragement that Timothy ought not be timid, but recognize that God had given him a spirit of power, and of love and of self discipline.  Encouraging words can sometimes seem like something other than gift, especially when you are not sure you deserve them.  Quite possibly Paul’s gift to Timothy was contained in his great love for his young protégé or Paul’s promise of constant prayer.  

Though each of these might qualify as an extraordinary gift, what Paul offers to Timothy is, not unlike the opal ring, something I imagine Timothy did not initially want.  The gift that Paul offers is an invitation to suffer.   

Suffering is the extraordinary gift?  Yes suffering.  Bear with me for just a moment and I pray we will both understand this gift more fully and how it may be offered even in our lives.
How can suffering be a gift?  We can only understand Paul’s offering of suffering as we understand Paul’s use of the word suffering in his letter.  In the New Testament alone there are over a dozen ways to convey the meaning of the word suffering.  Paul could have used words that meant hardship, punishment, grinding work, or many other things.  But instead he chose to use a precise and a particular word.  It is the word from which we derive our English word passion.  It is the word that allows us to call Christ’s suffering on the cross, the passion.  
The Greek word Paul chooses is, pascho (pas’- kho) and it is defined by Strong’s Greek Dictionary of the New Testament as an experience of feeling something deeply, profoundly, passionately; especially when that which is felt is painful.  Suffering, the kind of suffering Paul offers to Timothy, is the gift of feeling something deeply, profoundly and passionately; albeit with pain.
When you and I think of suffering we do not think of passion.  We do not think of something that carries us to heights of joy.  When we think of suffering we do not think of those things that urge us on or compels us try harder.  In fact in contemporary usage passion is not associated with suffering at all.  But it is for Paul.  Indeed, for Paul suffering must be associated with passion, for without passion suffering is just pain; without passion suffering is without point; without passion suffering is without promise.  

Paul invites Timothy to join him in suffering because Paul knows that through suffering there is a gift of learning and growing, of maturing and of coming into one’s full self that can come in no other way.  Have you ever experienced suffering as gift?  I have.  One of the moments I felt the profound passion of pain occurred at my own dinner table.  During and evening meal when my mother was visiting Andre and me, I realized she had forgotten my name and who I was.  She thought I was my sister, Rita.  And since my sister’s husband and home were different from mine my mother was most incensed because she though my sister was living with a strange man in a strange house.  
For hours I tried to convince her I was not my sister and that Andre was indeed my husband.  She grew frustrated and I grew frantic, my mother had forgotten me.  But in the midst of this evening, an evening when I realized I was erased from my mother’s memory, she took her fork pointed it at me and announced that though she did not know who I was, she knew who her Savior was and when she died she was going to be with him.  And then she turned and looked at Andre and, with clarity that defied her Alzheimer’s, she told him if he lived right then he would see her again, even after she died.  Having said her piece, she went back to dinner and never called me by my name.  Though I suffered that night, on the day we buried my mom, with joy I remembered the story and I knew she was in glory with her Savior.  God taught me and comforted me through that moment of suffering and redeemed it all before my eyes.   
How about you?  Think with me about some of the most valuable lessons you have learned in your life.  Think with me about the moments when those life lessons occurred.  Were those lessons gained in the midst of life’s joyous times or did they come in the moments of difficulty, even suffering?
Suffering, the ability to feel something so deeply, even painfully, becomes gift as it awakens us to what is valuable, what is truly priceless, what is real.  Suffering becomes gift when it teaches us what we would have otherwise missed, when it moves us to learn those lessons that only challenge, only difficulty, only suffering can afford.  Suffering becomes an extraordinary gift because it awakens us to what is valuable, what is truly priceless and what is real.  
The extraordinary gift Paul is inviting Timothy to give, and ultimately Paul is inviting us to give, is the gift of suffering, of passion, of emotions so deep that they draw us in fully, teaching us, yes even contorting us, changing and forming us into persons prepared for new levels of living and seeing the world through eyes that have shed tears and had them dried by a God we call Abba.
And like that mother who received that opal ring one Christmas morning, the gift that is  suffering is not the gift we desire or seek.  Yet it is a gift of great price and one that another son, the son of God, hopes we will accept.  Jesus hopes we will be willing to stand and to suffer with him, to take up our cross and follow him.  Why?  Because only when we are passionate enough about the Savior to be willing to suffer for him, only when we are passionate enough about his life and death and resurrection to be made uncomfortable for him, only then we will know how deeply we love him and how sincerely we will follow him. 
Now, am I asking you to seek suffering?  No.  For even on the night that he was betrayed Jesus asked that the cup of suffering pass from him.  But I am asking you to be awake to the opportunities to be made uncomfortable for Christ, to be filled with passion for Christ, to be willing to suffer.

What form might your suffering take, what form might your gift be in?  I do not know?  Suffering is different for different people.  Your suffering and my suffering will not be the same, your willingness to bear up; to endure will be particular to you.  But if the opportunity to feel passionately, to act passionately to suffer for Christ comes, will you step into it whatever the form?
And now, what of all these boxes?  Well you may have noticed the stores are already filled with Christmas paraphernalia.  It is barely October and already the sign of the season of our Savior’s birth has been placed on shelves in stores.  Already the catalogs fill your mailbox and mine, encouraging us to show our love for those we love by buying an extraordinary gift.  But indeed the things that are heralded on catalog pages, the things that line shelves, are not the gifts the Savior seeks.

What of all these boxes?  They are reminders that the season of Christ’s birth celebrates just that, his coming into the world, his birthday.  Might we be willing to ask as the choir did this morning what gift can we bring, what present, what token?  Might we be willing to offer Jesus an extraordinary gift to honor his birth?  And do not imagine just the easy gifts.  Do not forget that the gift Paul calls for, the gift of suffering, the gift of placing ourselves in uncomfortable even difficult positions so that others might see and hear and come to know the love of God is an extraordinary gift!  

What of all these boxes?  They are waiting, large and small; to be filled with gifts for the one who was first nestled in the manager as a babe and was later nailed to the cross as a man.  What extraordinary gift will you bring, will I bring to him?  There are 78 shopping days left to Christmas.  Seventy Eight days to consider what present, what, token, what extraordinary gift we will bring.  Yes, I wonder what gift will you, will I bring? 
PAGE  
1

