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“Separation Anxiety”

“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life … can separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.”

The Flemington Fair was one of my favourite places to visit as a child – and it was also the site of one
of my most traumatic childhood experiences.  This annual agricultural fair, held the week before
Labour Day in late August, featured amusement rides, barns filled with animals, stock car races, and
all of that delicious fair food that my parents would never let me eat at home.  Even though it was
usually hot and crowded, the fair became a regular feature of summers in New Jersey.  It was the
presence of these crowds, however, that led to one of the most frightening episodes of my childhood. 
My parents were always careful to hold my hand and look after me when we were in public; but
somehow, in the midst of all of those jostling crowds I got separated from them.  Suddenly, everything
was unfamiliar and terrifying; I can still remember standing in the middle of those teeming masses in
the middle of the fairgrounds, crying my eyes out, terrified that I wouldn’t be able to find my way back
to my parents.  As I was crying, I remember a police officer who came to my rescue.  He took me by
the hand to the fair offices, gave me a bottle of Coke, and then broadcast an announcement across
the PA system giving a description of the little boy who was lost and could be found in the presence
of the police.  When my parents (who were as frantic as me) arrived, our reunion was joyous and
tear-filled.  It never happened again, but I always remember the anxiety I experienced when I was
separated from the people I loved.

Being lost, separated from our parents or children, is one of life’s most horrific experiences; it is one
of several examples of the fear and anxiety we can experience in the midst of separation.  But being
physically lost and separated is not the only experience that can cause such separation anxiety; we
may feel anxious when our child goes to school for the first time, or goes away to overnight camp one
summer.  We may experience feelings of uneasiness when a good friends moves to another town (or
another country), fearing how we will go through life without regular contact with such a special
person.  Sitting at the bedside of someone we love who is approaching the hour of death can be a
moment of profound fear of what will happen when this person is no longer in our presence, a feeling
of loss and anxiety expressed by Bruce Springsteen in a song written in the aftermath of 9/11:

· “Shirt’s in the closet, shoes in the hall; mama’s in the kitchen, baby and all.  Everything is
everything – but you’re missing… You’re missing when I shut out the lights.  You’re missing
when I close my eyes.  You’re missing when I see the sun rise.  You’re missing.”

Our fear of being separated from the people and places we love can lead to a psychological condition
known as Separation Anxiety Disorder (SAD), which the American Psychological Association defines
as “the inappropriate and excessive display of fear and distress when faced with situations of
separation from home or from a specific attachment figure.”  No matter what the situation may be,
being separated from what we love can be a moment of profound distress.

Throughout his life, Paul had experienced the fear and anxiety that accompany separation, an
experience he knows that the Christian in Rome were also experiencing.  In the first century,
embracing the Christian faith brought great consequences to faithful believers, including separation
from families and friends who would not accept this new faith in Jesus Christ.  Knowing that these
Christians were experiencing forms of separation anxiety in the midst of the joy that faith in Christ
brings, Paul addresses this issue in one of the most significant passages in all of Scripture, one in



which Paul asks a series of rhetorical questions, each of which is followed by an answer that affirms
the steadfast presence of our Lord in all circumstances of life:

· “What then are we to say about these things?  If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did
not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us
everything else?  Who will bring any charge against God’s elect?  It is God who justifies.  Who
is to condemn?  It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of
God, who indeed intercedes for us.  Who will separate us from the love of God?  Will hardship,
or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?” – Romans 8:31-35.

Paul creates a web of biblical allusions and echoes, summoning three passages in particular:

· In 8:32, we can see a comparison with Abraham’s offering of Isaac in Genesis 22; while God
prevented Abraham from sacrificing his son, God did not withhold his only Son but “gave him
up for all of us.”

· In 8:33-34, we hear echoes of the third Servant Song from the book of the prophet Isaiah: “I
gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did
not hide my face from insult and spitting.”

· In 8:36, Paul quotes Psalm 44:22 (“Because of you we are being killed all day long, and
accounted as sheep for the slaughter.”).  This psalm of lament calls on God to come to the aid
of his people in a time of persecution, entreating the Lord to “redeem us for the sake of your
steadfast love.” (44:26).

·
Paul is encouraging the Roman Christians to remember that since God’s love has done for Christians
all that has been done in Christ, there is no power that can shake that love now, or turn it aside from
completing its job.  The love of God, enjoyed already in the present, will outlast and defeat all
enemies, including death itself: “For he must reign until he has put all enemies under his feet.  The
last enemy to be destroyed is death.” (1 Corinthians 15:25-26).

· “Love is the ultimate assurance, stronger than logic … love is not an idea to be worked out, but
a fact, an experienced fact, something that cannot be denied any more than one can stop
breathing.  The unshakeable evidence of God’s love is seen, as Paul had already said in
Romans 5:6-10, in Jesus’ death.” – N.T. Wright.

Paul’s argument has echoes of a courtroom, in which a defendant is brought to hear the charges that
are being laid against him.  But in Paul’s scenario, those who are in Christ have the assurance that no
one can bring any charge against God’s people that could convict them: “Who will bring any charge
against God’s elect?”  Christ’s death was the condemnation of sin (“For God has done what the law,
weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to
deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh…” – 8:3), and his resurrection was the announcement
that sin had been dealt with, and hence the achievement of justification: “It will be reckoned to us who
believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was handed over to death for our
trespasses and raised for our justification.” (4:24-25). The love of God, shown forth in Christ, forms
the unbreakable bond between God and the believer.  Therefore, the answer to the question “who will
separate us from the love of God?” is an unequivocal “nobody!”  Paul’s formidable list of enemies
include all those he has or will face, and who Christian may also encounter:

· “Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten
with rods.  Once I received a stoning.  Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I
was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger
from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness,
danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a



sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.  And, besides other
things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches.  Who is weak,
and I am not weak?  Who is made to stumble, and I am not indignant?” – 2 Corinthians 11:24-
29.

Paul’s argument is not a theoretical one, but is rooted in his own experiences of separation,
persecution, and the anxiety that accompany such profound experiences of loss and alienation.

So when Paul declares that “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved
us” (8:37), it is not a shout of triumphalism but of exuberant faith, faith in the victor that, as Easter had
proved, had already been won on the Cross and would finally be won at the moment of complete
liberation; for “if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him
in a resurrection like his.” (6:5).  Paul therefore declares that “I am convinced” – he has reached an
unshakeable conclusion – 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.” (8:38-39).

· “Time present and time future, space high and low – the whole world, as we say, of space and
time as it stretches out before us – can have no power to break the love God has for those in
the Messiah.” – Wright.

Paul’s words “assure and announce one of the finest and most profound expressions of the gospel of
Jesus Christ.” (Paul Berge).  Martin Luther states in his Personal Prayer Book that they are our
assurance that God “can help me and all believers against all troubles and against every adversary
and foe.”  It is the gospel message of “the love because of which those who are justified are also
surely glorified.  And this is the love, seen supremely in the death of the Messiah, which reaches out
to the whole world with the exodus message, the freedom message, the word of joy and justice the
word of the gospel of Jesus.” (Wright).

While this text only occurs once in the three-year cycle of the Revised Common Lectionary, it is a
passage that I have read hundreds of times over the years.  It is one of the central Bible readings at
funeral services I have conducted for members of the congregations I have served as well as funerals
for members of my own family, including my Mother and Father.  It speaks to the separation that I
once again experienced from my parents decades after that afternoon at the Flemington Fair – only
this time there would be no quick reunion, for in their passing they were now gone from my sight for
the rest of my earthly life.  Paul’s words proclaim a powerful message to those who find themselves
walking through “the valley of the shadow of death,” facing the fear and anxiety that accompany the
ultimate separation that comes when we lose the ones we love to death.  It is the message that is at
the heart of the Gospel that we proclaim, that because God’s love is eternal “neither life nor death
shall ever from the Lord his children sever,” that when God claims us as his beloved children in the
waters of Holy Baptism that claim is an eternal one that not even death can destroy.  It is not by
accident that the paschal candle that is lit when we celebrate Holy Baptism is also lit when we gather
to commend one we love into the arms of our eternal Saviour, because it shines as a living reminder
that the light of Christ “shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 1:5). 
Indeed, the Word of God that is proclaimed throughout the funeral service shines that light of eternal
hope as we walk the mourner’s path, assuring us that as profound is the separation that death causes
us to experience, not even death itself can separate us from God’s eternal love and steadfast
promises:

· “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new
every morning; great is your faithfulness.  ‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘therefore I
will hope in him.’” – Lamentations 3:22-23.



· “[God] will dwell with them; they shall be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will
wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be
no more, for the first things have passed away.” – Revelation 21:3-4.

· “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live,
and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” – John 11:25-26.

Separation is an inevitable part of life.  Many of us are separated from our families when we move to
a new community or accept a new employment opportunity.  Our years at college or university are
limited, and when we graduate we will be separated from classmates who have been an important
part of our learning years.  When we are no longer able to live on our own, we may be separated from
the place we have called home for decades.  And if we live out our lives in the usual way, we will find
ourselves one day standing at the graveside of someone we have loved and lost, one whose daily
presence has been taken from us; and as we stare into that what will be their final resting place, we
are also staring into a future in which our separation from them causes us tremendous fear, doubt,
and anxiety.  But it is also at these moments when the Word of God speaks to us, calming our fears
and bidding our sorrows cease; God’s Word speaks to us especially when we are in our deepest pits
of despair and in the most crippling throws of separation anxiety.  At these moments of doubt and
sorrow, the Word of God cuts through the darkness with the light no darkness can overcome, calling
us now as he called on his first disciples to “not let your hearts be troubled,” because as our Saviour
has gone to prepare for us our eternal home, he will surely “come again and will take you to myself,
so that where I am, there you may be also.”  (John 14:3).  Even as we mourn the death of one we
love and the separation we are now experiencing, we commit their remains to their final resting place
as we commend them to almighty God “in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life
through our Lord Jesus Christ,” praying that “rest eternal grant them, O Lord, and let light perpetual
shine upon them.” (ELW Funeral Service).

· “Through Christ’s victory over all death, individual as well as collective, death has no final
power over us any longer.  We are no longer locked in the dark world of despair but have
already found our home in God where death has no place and life is everlasting.  Though we
are still in this world, we no longer belong to it.  Our faith allows us even now to be members of
God’s household, and taste even now the inexhaustible love of God.  It is this knowledge of
where we truly belong that sets us free to be fierce resisters against death while humbly,
compassionately, and joyfully proclaiming life wherever we go.” – Henri Nouwen, The Road to
Peace.

The Flemington Fair shut down years ago (its grounds are now home to a Walmart), but that
experience of separation anxiety on that one afternoon in my childhood has remained with me to this
day.  When we are apart from those we love, it truly “brings us inner pain,” but it is precisely in the
hours of deepest doubt and despair that the Word of God speaks most clearly and profoundly.  In a
world of ambivalence and uncertainty, we are heirs of a promise that is trustworthy and true: nothing
– not even death itself – will separate us from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
No matter what separations we may experience, we can live free from the fear and anxiety they can
cause because of our assurance that we are always God’s beloved children, “sealed by the Holy
Spirit and marked with the Cross of Christ forever.”
Amen.


