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Next week is Coming Together Sunday.  After a summer break, all of our education programs begin again.  As the worship service begins, our Church School children and their teachers will stream down the aisles and gather around the Table as we joyfully sing, “All Creatures of our God and King, Lift up your voice and with us sing, Alleluia!  Alleluia!”  It will be a great day.

Next Sunday is also the 10th anniversary of what has become known as 9/11, an horrific day of tragedy, death, and destruction that we will never forget.  How can we sing Alleluia on such a day?

Earthquakes and hurricanes, drought and famine, floods and fires fill the news.  The wild fluctuation of the stock market has wiped out the savings of some, and made the future uncertain for many.  Unemployment has devastated lives.  Home foreclosures have threatened middle class people with homelessness.  The poor continue to struggle and suffer, but it’s not just the poor who are poor anymore. 
 Instead of songs of praise and thanksgiving, we might well borrow the psalm of ancient Israel in Exile: “By the rivers of Babylon – there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion (our homeland).  …Our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”  How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?”  (Ps. 137)

Singing Alleluia in the face of suffering and tragedy is like rubbing salt in an open wound.  -------Or is it?

If your life is in a season of goodness, everything going well, relationships harmonious, health good, security intact, no worries or anxieties – give thanks to God.  But chances are you are in a very different season.  I have visited recently with people whose stress level is through the roof.  Others are facing major health concerns for themselves or those they love.  Some are exhausted in their care for children or elderly parents.  Some are anxious about the uncertainties of the future – or even the present.  Some are heartbroken over fractured relationships.

How shall we live in such times?  How do we sing Alleluia when we’ve lost everything?  How do we keep hope alive without being naïve or in major denial?  How do we rejoice when the boundary lines of our lives have fallen in not-so-pleasant places?

Paul writes to the Philippians, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice….Do not worry about anything, but in everything, by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.”  

Paul is not Pollyanna.  He writes to the Philippians from prison.  He has known hardship and suffering.  For the sake of Christ Jesus, he writes, “I have suffered the loss of all things…”  And yet he says, Rejoice!  Sing Alleluia!  Has Paul lost his mind?  --- Or has he found it?

In this season of our life together, my husband David and I have decided to downsize, sell our home and move to a townhome or condo.  While this is not a life and death situation, moving is listed in the top five of traumatic experiences.  And for one who is organizationally impaired, getting our home of 22 years ready to sell is overwhelming and exhausting!  And the stress level is exacerbated by not knowing where we will move.  Fortunately, we have lots of help.  But every day I have to give my anxieties to God in ‘prayer and supplication.’  Of course, when we give our cares to God, the idea is to leave them there.  But every day, I find I’ve taken them back and have to give them over again.

In the struggles of life, even those as benign as moving to a new home, how shall we live?  How do we rejoice always when it’s the last thing we feel like doing?
It’s important that we understand the nature of the joy Paul speaks of.  This is not care-free, happy-go-lucky-everything-will-turn-out-fine kind of stuff.  The joy of the Christian life goes much, much deeper than surface satisfaction.  It is not “the absence of pain or fear, but [rather] the presence of Christ, in whom [we] place [our] hope and trust.” (William Loader wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/AEp Pentecost22.htm)  It is a powerful confidence in God and in the character of God which is loving-kindness.


Paul writes in Romans 8, “Who will separate us from the love of Christ?  Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? …No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am convinced 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.”

Beloved, this is a powerful affirmation of faith.  It is this assurance – and often only this – that allows us that peace that passes all understanding, the peace of God that is “beyond the power of the mind and reason to comprehend.”  (Martin Luther, www.lectionarycentral.com)

Paul writes to the Corinthian church, that God’s power is made perfect in our weakness.  When illness or financial disaster or broken relationships or ravages of nature press down upon us, when we are weak, when we are powerless and vulnerable – it is then that the power of God sustains us.  

A few weeks ago I spoke at a women’s retreat at Clearwater Forest, the Presbyterian camp near Brainerd, MN.  I had breakfast with 2 close friends prior to the retreat, and after a time of sharing with them the stresses and challenges of my own life, they asked me what I was speaking about at the retreat.  “Imperfect women, and what they teach us about the abundant life,” I replied. I must not have looked like I was experiencing very abundant life, because my friends broke out in laughter.  While anticipating and preparing for the retreat added to the stress of life, it was a good thing for me to be there and hear what God had to say through me and TO me, about letting go of expectations of perfection, and letting God love me just as I am.  The freedom of such unconditional love was a gift to all of us as we considered the difficulties of life.  We found peace and joy in the midst of pain, each one of us facing something different and particular to our own lives – career decisions, death of a friend, challenges of aging, worries about measuring up – each woman there had her own story which needed to be infused with the joy of Christ.

Our reading today from the prophet Habakkuk is one of my favorite texts in all of Scripture.  He writes at a time about 20 years before the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 Before the Common Era, when Babylon was already reigning violence on Israel.  All seems lost, and yet he writes:

“Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the produce of the olive fails, and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the fold, and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will exult in the God of my salvation.  God, the Lord, is my strength; God makes my feet like the feet of a deer, and makes me tread upon the heights.”
The heights were the difficult places where one needed to be sure-footed in order not to fall.  My study Bible has this note: “The prophet apparently is overcome by the vision of God’s coming to bring justice and vindication to Israel and the world.  The outcome of the vision is a readiness to wait in hope for the day of divine deliverance.  The waiting, however, is to have a very special character: Even if vindication is delayed, one waits with utter confidence in God, already anticipating the victory, living now and drawing strength now from a future that is sure to come.”  (New Interpreter’s Study Bible, p. 1326)

Paul’s theology which we extract from his letters, includes the concept of “the already and the not yet.”  Through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has already won the victory over sin and evil and death.  But that victory had not yet been consummated, it is not yet complete.  We live in the in between times of “the already and the not yet.”  Like Habakkuk, we are called to wait on the Lord.  But our waiting is not without hope.  On the contrary, our waiting can be filled with joy in the Lord of all life who has suffered as we suffer, who has lived in the fullness of humanity and taken on all our sorrows.

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul quotes a hymn of the early church:  “Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born inhuman likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.”  (2:6-8)

It is to this God, who became one of us, who suffered and died and rose again, that we dare to sing Alleluia!  It is because of the loving-kindness of our God that we can rejoice always, no matter what.  And the promise of God is that the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus.

And so we come to the Table where we remember Jesus, where we remember the love that will never let us go, where we can bring our hurts and worries, and lay them down, and be filled with joy.  
Thanks be to God.  Alleluia!  Amen.
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