The apostle Paul talks about the new normal (though he does not use that phrase) when he says: “We are afflicted in every way but not crushed, perplexed but not driven to despair, persecuted but not forsaken, struck down but not destroyed, always carrying around in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies. For we who are living are always being handed over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our mortal flesh” (2 Cor. 4:8-11).

Paul is brutally honest about life, pulling no punches. We are afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, struck down. This is a frank acknowledgment that life is hard, and sometimes very hard. The good news Pau offers is that such affliction is not fatal if we can grow to accept the new normal. This is not a fatalistic this-might-as-well-happen attitude; but an opportunity to claim a difficult experience as our own. This is our chance to claim the truth that with Jesus by our side, even when life knocks us down, it can never keep us down.

Paul goes on to speak of facing the ultimate challenge, death, when he says we are “always carrying around in the body the death of Jesus.” To Paul, even facing the prospect of death is just a new normal, because beyond death, by the grace of Jesus Christ, is the promise of resurrection. So, Paul is bold to claim, “that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.” We may be struck down, he admits, but we cannot be destroyed. 

Be Where You Are. Kate Bowler, a professor at Duke, is an inspiration for her personal story as a cancer survivor. Diagnosed at age 35 and given just a few months to live, Kate is still very much with us; but the experience changed her life. Now, in addition to her teaching and research, Kate speaks and writes about her own experience claiming and owning her new normal living with cancer. Writing during the pandemic, which established a new normal for all of us, Kate shared the wisdom of Anthony of the Desert (251-356 AD), the most famous of all early monastics. Asked how we might please God, Anthony replied: “Wherever you go, keep God in mind. Whatever you do, follow the example of Holy Scripture. Wherever you are, stay there and do not move away in a hurry.” 

Kate commented: “What I hear in those instructions is to try to eliminate double-mindedness. BE WHERE YOU ARE. I know that’s not a favorite choice right now that we are stuck, but [it is] also a great permission slip. You don’t have to be extra, extra holy. You simply have to be where you are, and keep God in mind.” Be where you are. Keep God in mind. It is hard to think of a better motto for loving and living the new normal than that.

Your Turn to Shine. Many Christians find, amid the new normal, a new strength for living. Late in life, Episcopal priest Paul Bresnahan underwent radiation treatments for prostate cancer. Sitting in the waiting room one day, Bresnahan heard the technician call his name and he quipped, for everyone in the glum assembly to hear, “My turn to shine!” The room erupted in laughter. Bresnahan later wrote about the experience: “Inside the treatment facility, as I lay on the table with a giant metal fork rotating around me and beaming its rays within my body, I saw the hand of God and sensed a healing touch within me. I saw no vision other than the hand of science and medicine ministering to me out of the gifts God so generously bestows upon the caregiving community in my home city. The beaming rays of radiation give me the gift of healing and of life, and I am brim full of gratitude.”

Brim full of gratitude! In the radiation suite? Such gratitude is only possible with faith, the same sort of faith, the apostle Paul articulates when he says we are “hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.” Loving the new normal is the gift of God to all who resolve to be where they are, and to keep God in mind. 

John Knox, the Scottish Protestant reformer, was another proud resident of the new normal. Knox studied at Scotland’s University of St. Andrews and became a priest. He accepted the principles of the Reformation and joined a group of protestors who occupied St. Andrews Castle. This group sought justice for the execution of George Wishart, an outspoken reformer burned at the stake. The agitators killed Cardinal Beaton of St. Andrews, the man who ordered Wishart’s execution. Knox had no hand in the cardinal’s death, but he hunkered down with the protestors in the castle to await the king’s reaction.

When the royal reaction came, it was not from the Protestant King Henry VIII, who was happy to hear of Cardinal Beaton’s death, but from the Catholic King Henry II of France who sent a fleet to besiege the castle. A French naval bombardment forced the defenders to surrender. Knox and his compatriots became slaves, chained to the oars on French galley ships. For many men, the galleys were a death sentence. Knox fell ill, and in his weakened condition, his fellow slaves feared he would die. As their ship patrolled and anchored off St. Andrews, one of his fellow prisoners pointed out the spire of the parish church where Knox once preached. He asked Knox if he recognized it. Knox whispered that he did, and promised his friend he would not die until he preached there again.

Knox recovered, was released in a prisoner exchange, and made his way to Geneva, Switzerland to study under the great reformer John Calvin. He returned to Scotland to assert the Reformation ideals, and famously stood in opposition to Mary, Queen of Scots, the Roman Catholic monarch of the Protestant Scottish nation. Boldly, and at some considerable risk to himself, Knox preached truth to power. We think of Knox as a courageous, outspoken figure, but we forget the suffering he endured and how it forged his character. Knox repeatedly accepted his new normal, as a protestor and as a prisoner, as a student and as a spokesperson. Knox resolved to be where he was, content with his new normal, and to keep God in mind. 

None of us get very far as survivors of affliction by pretending that bad things do not happen to good people. Nor can we claim God protects Christians from pain and struggle. Just ask Paul, who tells the Corinthians of his suffering for Christ: “I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again” (2 Corinthians 11:23). Five times Paul received 39 lashes with a whip. Three times he was beaten with rods, and once pelted with stones. He experienced three shipwrecks, spent a night and a day in the open sea, and was constantly on the move ahead of his enemies. Paul faced danger from rivers, bandits, his fellow Jews, the Gentiles, and false believers. Paul knew what it was like to go without sleep, to be hungry and thirsty, to be cold and naked. Every day, Paul felt anxious about the churches under his care (2 Cor. 11:24-28). Through it all, Paul accepted where he was, keeping God in mind.

Any Christian survivor of hard times learns from hard experiences that with affliction, God gives us what we need to get through difficult times: strength of will, the fellowship of good friends, confidence in our convictions, hope for the future. All of this is built on awareness and acceptance in faith of the new normal. Accepting the new normal means bidding farewell to the old, knowing it may never return. Paul learned that through the dangers of his travels. John Knox learned that chained to the oar of a French galley. Paul Bresnahan learned it lying on a radiation table. Kate Bowler learned it as she resolved simply to be where she was. Survivors of natural disasters said farewell to their old lives, but learned to look forward rather than back, knowing the life they are living is still a good life.

We Christians are a resurrection people. We know that out of death comes new life. Out of a shattered, old normal comes a new normal. There is still joy to be found, hope to be cherished, and a resurrection faith that sustains and strengthens. Even if the worst should come, God creates for us a new normal, a place that, in often unexpected ways, offers blessedness and joy!

Prayer: Merciful God, there are many things that are happening in my life which I do not understand, but I recognize that You are in control and that your Eternal Spirit is resident within me. I am grateful that although I may be afflicted and perplexed, I will not be crushed to despair because I know that in Christ the victory is already won. With grace, in hope, in Jesus' name, Amen.
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He is the unlikeliest of folk heroes. Team jersey. Khaki pants. A whistle dangling from his neck. Ned Flanders mustache. A sun visor covering his receding hairline. He is Ted Lasso, the character created by Jason Sudeikis that became a runaway success for Apple TV+. Ted is an American college football coach, plucked from obscurity by a wealthy English divorcée who tags him to coach her Premier League football team (i.e., soccer). The problem is, Ted’s never coached that kind of football. He is reading the rulebook on his flight to England.

British sportswriters think the team owner is crazy. She won the team from her ex-husband in their divorce settlement, and her goal is to run her football franchise into the ground to punish him. She hires Ted, who is obviously unqualified, certain he will fail. Ted is the sacrificial lamb she needs to wreak her revenge. An unflappable optimist, Ted never seems to notice how the odds are stacked against him. Ted is a decent human being who reliably does the right thing while flashing his trademark ear-to-ear grin. Ted tapes up a homemade sign in the team’s locker room that simply reads “Believe.” Ted is a true believer in his team’s potential for victory. 

The New Normal. Life has a way of testing and revealing what we truly believe. With illness, suffering and grief, no human life is free of soul-shaking experiences. Some of life’s crises arise quite suddenly. When faced with looming spiritual obstacles, how do we espond? Ted offers some advice: “There’s two buttons I never like to hit: that’s panic and snooze.” If you get some terrible news tomorrow, a bad medical diagnosis, the death of a loved one, or the loss of a job, would you be inclined to hit the panic button? Or would you hit the snooze button, pull the covers over your head, deny it, and hope the problem will just go away? Neither works.

There is an alternative. We can choose the option located right between panic and snooze. We can decide, in faith, to accept the new normal. We may grieve for the old normal which is no more, but we know those days are not coming back. We may be wary of what is coming, but we can trust that God has thing under control. No need for either panic or snooze. The truth is, God picked us up and dropped us right into the middle of a new normal. So, there is nothing to do but unpack, arrange our clothes in the dresser drawer, and make ourselves as comfortable as we can.

