
 
  
   
 The New York Times a couple of weeks ago had a section in the Sunday paper 
called, “Joy.” They opened the section by saying, “These are not, on the surface, joyful 
times. Not in the slightest. Which is why you deserve some relief. We asked fourteen 
writers what’s bringing them joy right now.” 
 
 “The joy of jogging, very, very slowly. 
 “The joy of having plans cancel themselves.” 
 “The joy of circling the block.” 
 “The joy of a junky old Nintendo.” 
 “The joy of re-growing my scallions – Yes, re-growing my scallions.” 
 “The joy of consuming an obscene number of calories before noon.” 
 “The joy of caring for others.” 
 
 The writers detailed these joys in ways that made me think that even though our 
world is shrunk these days often to the walls of our homes, joy can be found. Kim and I 
resonated with some of them – we too have discovered the joy of circling the block in our 
neighborhood. We were re-growing scallions before it was cool and have tasted the joy of 
an obscene number of calories before noon.  
 
 It was an unexpected surprise in the pages of the Times during these days that are 
filled with uncertainty and foreboding, to ask us to see, to look for, joy. But those of us 
who follow Christ should not be terribly surprised, because Christ modeled a profound, 
authentic joy in all circumstances and called his followers to the same. Paul writes of the 
joy he has found and calls the church to name – “Rejoice in the Lord always, again, I will 
say, rejoice!” 
 
 Paul has arrived at the end of his little letter to the church at Philippi. He is writing 
it from prison to a church that is threatened from the outside and from within. Philippi 
was known as “little Rome,” and the Romans took an intense interest in what was 
happening there, especially if there was any hint of anti-Roman activity. As a result, the 
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church there was anxious about its future. There are hints in the scholarship that they 
were already in trouble with the authorities. 
 
 They are also threatened from within by a dispute that has arisen among the 
membership, which seems centered in a fight between two women, Euodia and Syntyche. 
They are obviously leaders in the church, co-workers with Paul. Whatever has emerged 
between them threatens the peace and unity of the church. 
 
 So it is far from a pious, “don’t worry, be happy” place that Paul tells the church to 
rejoice, but rather from a place of vulnerability and anxiety. He is in prison. They are 
surrounded by threats outside and within. And yet Paul calls on them to rejoice. How is 
this possible? 
 
 It all comes down to one thing for Paul. “The Lord is near.” Scholars argue over 
whether this means Paul believed the Lord was coming soon or whether he means that 
the Lord is as near to us as our next breath, abiding with us. I think if you had asked Paul 
what which of those two he meant, he would have said “both.” The Lord is coming, but 
we are able to live by the light of his coming day even now. The Lord is near to us. God’s 
peace, says Paul, stands sentry over our hearts and minds. It is a military term – God’s 
peace is watching over us, standing on the wall, protecting us. 
 
 David Kelsey wrote a book a few years ago called Eccentric Existence. In it, he 
says that it is the nature of human sin to believe that our existence is centered in one of 
two places. Either our existence is centered in ourselves – egocentric existence - or it is 
centered in the circumstances of the world. Both of these are illusions, he says. If we go 
through life believing that whatever happiness or joy or meaning we can have will only 
be found within ourselves, we will always be subject to the fragile whims of the ego. We 
will only be as happy as we feel. We will only be happy when we are secure. We will 
only be happy when we can bend others to our will, to our ego.  
 
 And if we believe that the circumstances of the world dictate our existence, then 
we will only be joyful, we will only be happy, when things are going our way – when our 
team or our candidate wins, when the stock market is up, when we have enough money in 
the account, or when our job is satisfying. To center one’s existence in these things is to 
build a house upon shifting sand. 
 
 The truth about reality, says Kelsey, whether we acknowledge it or not, believe it 
or not, or trust it or not, is that existence is eccentric, by which he means located outside 
ourselves or our particular circumstances – the literal meaning of the word. Existence is 
centered in God. It is centered, as Paul says, in Jesus Christ. Common ground between 



disagreeing people in the church will not be found in ego, but in Christ. True joy is found 
in Christ. 
 
 Rejoice, says Paul. Turn your eyes from self-preservation and the incessant need to 
be right, and praise God. Rejoice. Recognize all of life as a gift, to be lived with 
gratitude. Rejoice. Your life is not your own. You belong, body and soul, in life and in 
death, to Christ. Rejoice. 
 
  And may joy – authentic and deep – birth in us lives marked by whatever is true, 
honorable, just, pure, and pleasing, that we may reflect God’s justice and joy in all 
circumstances, and especially in these days. As the hymn says, “And God will delight 
when we are creators of justice, and joy, compassion and peace.” May God’s delight be 
our goal, the reflection of that joy to the world in acts of justice and peace our mission, 
the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, our rest. Amen. 

 

  

  
 


