
  

Sermon for Sunday, October 15, 2017 
 

RE-JOY-ING 

Philippians 4:2-9 

We have spent several weeks now with the imprisoned apostle Paul and his letter to the 

faithful of the church in Philippi who were torn by internal strife and threatened by external socio-

economic and political chaos. And perhaps it was not so hard for us to identify some of the same 

challenges the church is facing today in our own context. Paul’s conclusions as to how we might 

address our predicament are hardly surprising. After all, the church has preached this for almost 

two-thousand years now. The Cliff Notes version of Paul’s letter might read something like this: 

“Be humble because Christ was humble. Don’t exploit anybody and regard others as better 

than yourselves. Remember, Christ is the Lord of all, which means we are not in charge. Only when 

we are united in Christ can we overcome our dissension. We need to be ready to suffer for the sake 

of the Good News. We cannot conflate our righteousness with God’s. We ought to live a life of 

thanksgiving and of mutual giving and receiving.” And, and here’s the kicker, Paul calls upon us to 

do all of this joyfully. “Rejoice in the Lord always. And again, I say: Rejoice!” And again—

comma—I say—colon—rejoice--exclamation mark. I guess, Paul really wanted to make a point! 

If somebody were to tell me that I ought to be joyful in the face of everything that is going 

on in the world today, both on a grand scale and in the intimacy of our own homes, I would say that 

such an exhortation is naïve, cynical and even borders on the obscene. Just thinking about all the 

shootings, bombings, floods, and fires, let alone all our personal tragedies that don’t even make the 

headlines … Who is Paul, who is anybody to tell us we must be joyful when we are hurting because 

our lives have been shaken to the core?  

I have a South-African friend who calls me “gloomy German.” As much as I hate to admit 

it, “gloomy” might be more my default emotional disposition than I care to admit.  So, when one of 

my favorite authors, the poet Christian Wiman, announced the publication of his new book, I 

decided to turn a corner. The book is entitled: “Joy. 100 Poems.” Just what the doctor ordered, I 

thought. Maybe it was no coincidence it arrived right when I was wrestling with Paul’s burdensome 

demand to “rejoice always.” 

As I began reading, though, I found out rather quickly that “joy” is not like a spoonful of 

sugar that makes life’s bitter medicines go down more easily. The poets Wiman selected for his 

modest anthology struggle mightily at times as to how they might give expression to something that 

is very real, yet maddeningly impossible to put into words. A few selections: 

“Joy – it’s not just a gift. In a sense it’s also a duty, a task to fulfill. Courage.” (Anna 

Kamienska) 

“I want to describe … happiness and blurry joy. I learned to speak among the pains.” 

(Yehuda Amichai) 

“Joy’s trick is to supply / dry lips with what can cool and slake / leaving them dumbstruck 

also with an ache / nothing can satisfy.” (Richard Wilbur) 

Compassion is the other side of the living joy.” (Juergen Moltmann) 

Hearing how these writers wrestle with life and how they try to make sense out of that which 

often makes no sense at all, made me realize that I judged the apostle too quickly. After all, he was 

struck blind, was beaten within an inch of his life more than once, experienced shipwreck, was 

thrown into prison and had to live with a “thorn in his flesh” his entire life. So, when he exhorts the 



 

 

 

Philippians from a jail cell to “rejoice in the Lord always again and again … and again,” he does not 

do this lightly.  

Paul knows from experience that “joy” and “sorrow” always go together. They are merely 

different sides of the same coin—we cannot know one without knowing the other. For Paul, “joy” is 

something to which we need to lay claim repeatedly. It is not to be confused with more superficial 

happiness. It is a deep and profound emotion just as much as it is a disposition. Perhaps a habit. A 

way of life we can choose. Even, and especially in the midst of suffering and despair when “joy” is 

at best a remote possibility. 

Paul also tells the Philippians, and us, how we can choose “joy in the Lord.” “Beloved,” he 

writes, “whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if 

there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on 

doing the things you have learned and received and heard and seen in me. And the God of peace 

will be with you.”  

In a way, “joy” is just like “hope” and “faith.” It is not something that comes to us naturally. 

Rather we need to grasp joy and hold on to it with all our hearts, souls, minds, and strength. The 

theologian Paul Tillich once said that we need to struggle with our faith—and here I would add we 

need to struggle with “joy”—before we can employ it for our healing. Or, in the words of the 

Psalmist: “Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning (Ps. 30:5b). I love 

these ancient words. They are so full of promise and hope. “Joy comes in the morning.” Joy comes 

and is as certain as the rising sun. But these ancient words are also realistic. “Weeping lingers for 

the night.” Weeping is not so easily shaken, it lingers, and those nightly hours can stretch on 

seemingly forever. 

Here at Ladue Chapel, we find an environment where it is safe to explore our struggles with 

our hopes and joys as well as with our faith, in community as the body of Christ. Our stewardship 

theme for this coming program year—Forward in Faith--is thoroughly in keeping with the apostle 

Paul. It is realistic and it is full of promise and joy, in spite of everything. As we move Forward in 

Faith together as Christ’s disciples, I am committed to shaking off my gloom and to choosing joy 

instead. I invite you to join me. 
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