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United Methodist Bishop William Willimon tells the story of the very first church that he served 

years ago. A student at Emory University in Atlanta at the time, he drove out to the church to 

meet with their lay leader. It was a small, one-room church. 

 

He arrived a little early, hoping to spend some time looking around the church before the lay 

leader arrived. When he got there, however, there was a heavy chain with a padlock across the 

door barring his entrance to the building. As the lay leader arrived a little while later, Bishop 

Willimon turned to him and said, “I’m glad you are here to open the lock on the door.” 

 

The lay leader looked back at the young preacher and said, “Oh, that ain’t our lock. The sheriff 

put that there.” He went on to say, “Things got rough here at the meeting last month. Folks 

started yelling at one another, carting off furniture they had given to the church. So, I called the 

sheriff, and he came out here and put that lock on the door until the new preacher could get here 

and settle ’em down.” 

 

Bishop Willimon says that he gulped as he began his ministry at his first church. Interestingly 

enough, the name of the church was Friendship Methodist Church.1 

 

I have to confess that I could empathize with the gulping feeling in Bishop Willimon’s throat as I 

titled this sermon “Finding Joy in 2020.” The other day, I saw a cartoon that had an ice cream 

truck with “liver and onions” written on the side of it. The heading read, “If 2020 was an ice 

cream truck.” Others of you have reposted that meme about the time change that says something 

like, “I’m not switching my clocks back an hour in November because I cannot endure one more 

hour of 2020.” Still others think we should just fall forward like we spring forward to get out of 

this an hour early. 

 

In the middle of a pandemic that has now infected around 8 million people in the United States 

alone, taken the lives of about 220,000 people as I wrote this sermon, and seems to be on the rise 

again as we head indoors for winter; in the middle of one of the most bitter partisan divides we 

have seen as we head into an election that has torn us apart at the seams; in a nation where we 

still struggle to listen to the voices of oppressed persons; in a time when friends and family 

members search for work and housing, and many who still have jobs have had to reorganize and 

“DISCOVERING JOY IN 2020” 
1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 

Rev. Elbert Paul Dulworth 

 
First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

furlough the very people for whom they care deeply, how in the world does a preacher even 

begin to talk about “joy”? “Finding Joy in 2020” is perhaps the biggest misnomer since Bishop 

Willimon’s introduction to “Friendship Methodist Church.” Or is it? Can we find joy in this 

year? 

 

In our scripture lesson today, the apostle Paul is writing to the church in Thessalonica when he 

says (I’m reading from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase, The Message): 

 

Every time we think of you, we thank God for you. Day and night you’re in our 

prayers as we call to mind your work of faith, your labor of love, and your 

patience of hope in following our Master, Jesus Christ, before God our Father. It 

is clear to us, friends, that God not only loves you very much but also has put his 

hand on you for something special. When the Message we preached came to you, 

it wasn’t just words. Something happened in you. The Holy Spirit put steel in 

your convictions. 

 

You paid careful attention to the way we lived among you, and determined to live 

that way yourselves. In imitating us, you imitated the Master. Although great 

trouble accompanied the Word, you were able to take great joy from the Holy 

Spirit!—taking the trouble with the joy, the joy with the trouble. 

 

Thessalonica was a thriving city in the Greco-Roman world. It was an example of Roman 

thought and governance in many ways. When citizens converted to Christianity in this city, some 

scholars suggest that they experienced isolation and taunting from neighbors, friends and family.  

They were ostracized. Businesses may have experienced boycotts. While conversion may not 

have meant physical persecution and sentences, it may have meant a division from the 

community at large. 

 

Yet, Paul notes how the believers in Thessalonica were able to experience a joy that could only 

come from the Holy Spirit in the midst of their daily troubles. How do we find joy in the midst of 

difficulties, trials, and struggles? Is there “joy” to be discovered in 2020? 

 

I wonder if a part of our strain to find joy in times of struggle is that all too often we equate joy 

with happiness. Happiness is a feeling that comes and goes. Some days we feel really happy. The 

sun is shining, we’re smiling, and the world is open to us. In those moments, we’re filled with 

glee and everyone around can see it on our faces. You might even hear it in our laughter. When 

we’re sad, you see it in our weeping and in our tears. You can sense it in our frown and downcast 

nature. 

 

Joy, however, is not so much a feeling as it is a gift from God, similar to faith and love. It is an 

action that is lived out in our lives. In fact, Paul refers to joy in Galatians as one of the fruits of 

the Spirit; the very evidence of God’s Spirit dwelling within us. Happiness comes and goes, but 

joy abides at a deeper level within us. 

 

Joy comes through an email that I received from one of our young families at the end of March 

as their baby arrived a little early and needed to spend some time in the NICU before heading 



home. The father wrote to tell me the good news. As a pandemic began over which we had little 

control or understanding at the time, new life brought out joy even in the midst of their struggles 

and uncertainties. Each of you know that joy every time you hold a new baby in your midst. 

 

Joy is what wells up within us when we think of carrying newly baptized babies down the aisle 

on a Sunday morning to introduce them to their new family of faith. You knew it when you 

watched them this morning and saw that image in your own mind. New life in our midst always 

has the ability to spark that joy within us. 

 

Joy is an action. It moves us to something deeper to live out in our lives. 

 

In The Book of Joy, two men whose words often spark joy deep within me, the Dalai Lama and 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, address the meaning of joy and how we might discover it anew in 

our lives. When I read their quotes, I can often hear both of their infectious laughs that resound 

for me as something deeper than happiness. They have an uncanny ability to look at even the 

most difficult struggles and see the potential for what could happen to transform our world in 

those moments. 

 

Interviewer and co-author Douglas Abrams tells the story of James Doty, who was the founder 

and director of the Center of Compassion and Altruism Research and Education at Stanford. Dr. 

Doty also worked as a neurosurgeon full-time. In his earlier years, Jim Doty had amassed a nice 

fortune of $75 million as an entrepreneur in the field of medical technology. At the time, he had 

pledged stock to charity worth about $30 million. 

 

When the stock market crashed, however, he lost everything. He was bankrupt. His attorneys 

advised that he could get out of his charitable contributions and still be all right. They 

encouraged him that everyone would understand if he did that. 

 

Jim, however, refused to do that. He said: 

 

One of the persistent myths in our society is that money will make you happy. 

Growing up poor, I thought that money would give me everything I did not have:  

control, power, love. When I finally had all the money I had ever dreamed of, I 

discovered that it had not made me happy. And when I lost it all, all of my false 

friends disappeared.  

 

Choosing instead to continue with his donations to charity, Jim said, “At that moment I realized 

that the only way money can bring happiness is to give it away.” 

 

Doug Abrams suggests that “generosity” is not just about our money but also about our time. He 

writes, “Compassion and generosity are not just lofty virtues—they are at the center of our 

humanity, what makes our lives joyful and meaningful.” 

 

To which Archbishop Tutu responded, “Yes, there are many, many, many ugly things. But there 

are also some incredibly beautiful things in our world.” He goes on to tell the story of a mother 

in one of the most poverty and disease stricken communities of South Africa, where many 



children are left orphaned, who decided to begin to collect children from the streets and care for 

them. Tutu says that she had almost nothing in the way of resources, but the minute she began 

this compassionate act, she started receiving help to spread compassion and joy among these 

children. 

 

Joy is lived out in our acts of compassion and care for others. It is contagious. Paul reminds the 

Thessalonians how they first imitated what they saw from him and others and then implemented 

it throughout Macedonia and Achaia to the south. What they did was infectious in the lives of 

others and it changed the known world at the time! 

 

Happiness comes and goes, but joy, JOY, spreads and fills a deeper place in our hearts. It 

changes our actions and motives. When we are motivated by joy, generosity abounds. We no 

longer look at resources as scarce but as abundant in God’s complete bounty. When joy abides in 

our hearts, we’re not threatened by a divided world, but work all the more to witness love and 

compassion, that healing might begin. 

 

When joy is in our hearts, we find ourselves thinking we’re going on a mission project to help 

someone else, only to discover that God fills us even more in that work from the very people we 

thought that we were serving. When joy abounds, it infects the world around us and has the 

power the change the world. 

 

Are you despairing a little in 2020 looking for happiness? Are you struggling to see hope in this 

season? Joy comes when we seek to give it away. It’s a fruit of the Spirit of God that keeps 

filling us when we pour ourselves out in hope, in faith, in love, and in joy for those around us. 

 

Are you looking to discover joy? We just might discover that we’ll find it renewed when we 

spark it in someone else. 

 

 

 

 
1 https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf200416b/will_willimon_one_in_christ 

 


