In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
This past Tuesday when I had to give Phyllis my choice of reading for the day, I quickly glanced over the choices and decided in favor of the letter of Paul to the Church in Philippi.  Not giving much thought to the readings I thought I should be creative this Sunday and write a letter to all the Saints at the Church in Stonington; that would be my way of exhorting and encouraging the Calvary community to stay the course of Jesus our Christ.  
However, come Friday, when I had a chance to look at the readings more carefully, I wondered if I could ever have Paul’s prerogative to write a letter to you like that of his to Philippians.

Biblical scholars, out of their enlightened awareness, have been long confused with this piece of Biblical narrative.  Some question its association with Paul, while others marvel the intensity of human emotions that Paul seems to be going through and yet seems to remain resilient in his faith. Paul is obviously in prison and he certainly enjoys a very passionate relationship with the Church in Philippi. At places, Paul seems to be so broken that he wants death for himself. At other places, he does not wish to be a model of despair for those whom he has worked hard to build.  He is conflicted. In his own words, “I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in the ‘flesh’ is more necessary for you”.
Paul is certainly very aware of all those who are using the Gospel of Christ to further their own influence or to bring harm to him.  He is very aware of the reality of a Christian Church and the difficulty of discerning the good leaders from the bad leaders of Christ’s church.  Yet, he concludes, in his own words, “What does it matter? Just this, that Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or true; and in that I rejoice.”

The call to Rejoice in any condition seems to be at the core of Paul’s writing to the Philippians.  The words of Paul I am about to quote here are my beloved’s most favorite words of the Scripture, they are also the words that have given me great peace in my own most despairing and challenging times; Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”   
Now, at first glance, this seems to be a very different message from what we heard in the Gospel today.  The Gospel today says:  “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight”. This is an action statement.  There are many in the Christian Church today who hear these words and make it their personal single point agenda to do just that.  Interestingly, some see it as eradicating poverty and hunger from the world; some as bringing an end to war and conflict; some as seeking equality between all the differences inherent to being human; and the list goes on.  There are others who believe that proclaiming this liberating word should be our single point agenda of Christian life.
While I strongly feel that we are called to labor for justice; I am not convinced that that alone is the entirety of being a Christian.  Just as I am not convinced that simply proclaiming the Good news is sufficient to be called a Christian!  Perhaps that is why I have always resisted teaching the youth to go do good works without any deep theological reflection. That is why I have always challenged the church school teachers to enlarge the scope of our church school from educating about God to experiencing God.  
I have even transgressed my prerogative as an assistant in urging the prayer group here at Calvary that there should be provision for everyone on a Sunday morning to experience the gift of being in prayer with a companion, to experience the humility of coming to God in thanksgiving and to leave with the peace and joy that Paul so eloquently relates in the words I just quoted.  
Perhaps the greatest of my transgressions this year has been in the area of stewardship.  I have struggled with the theology of stewardship followed in this church for many years now.  There was a time when non-profit organizations took their inspiration from the Christian Church; today we in the Christian Church look at the non-profits for their campaign strategies to raise funds for worthy causes.  
We focus so much on giving.  We focus so much on programs. We focus so much on organization; consequently on rules and mechanisms that we forget that the Jesus whom we profess to be our Christ broke all conventions; he gave priority to life over any kind of law, yes, even divine law. 
This Christ never asked anyone to give anything to him to sustain his ministry, instead, he asked his followers to let go of all those materials that may prevent them from following him.  People followed this Jesus not so that they could give something to him, but so that they could receive something from God. Yet, never did he or any of his companions go hungry; in fact, they all enjoyed feasting with those with money, power and influence. Ironic isn’t it!
I must say that I am delighted that those who spearheaded the stewardship council this year are being blessed with the realization that it is those who strongly associate the church as the venue for receiving God’s grace are the one’s that feel most committed to return to the Lord. The realization that committing to the stewardship of the church is not about the treasure, time, or talent that we give, but about the peace and joy we receive through God’s grace is huge. Such a realization is the biggest gift that any church could receive in this day and age.  Yes time, talent and treasure are important for keeping an institution afloat and the programs running, but they are not why Christ’s church exists. Yes, with this realization comes a challenge, how do we get people to come to church every Sunday to receive the peace and joy that Paul speaks about in his letter to the Philippians?

Today I invite you to take this question home with you. I invite you to discuss it with your friends.  I invite you to engage with this question not from the perspective of making this church a successful church, or its programs effective and viable, or its pews filled, but from the perspective of opening yourself to God in such a way that enables each one of us to hear the voice of the one crying in the wilderness.  Is that voice saying that we have to level the valleys and the hills or is it saying that the valleys and the hills will be leveled?  And why is the declaration of such a liberating promise called the proclamation of a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins? 
Isn’t that what Paul is also saying when he speaks about Christ humbling himself? In Paul’s words, “Let the same mind be in you that was in 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 in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross. Therefore, God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Yes friends, repentance and humbling oneself is no longer in vogue today. Anyone who even shares this very basic step of being in a relationship with God is frowned upon.  Is it because those who proclaim the baptism of repentance spend too much time evoking guilt and less on the promise of a just world in which every tongue has no issues confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord? Have we given ourselves captive to the narrative of shame, guilt, and despair?    

It is perhaps for this reason that Paul bids us away from a narrative of despair and calls us into a narrative of hope, when he says, “finally, beloved, what ever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, what ever 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 that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.”  

So today I want us all to go home and think about all that is true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing and commendable about our church by the sea.  Trust me there is a lot.  You have the blessing of an awesome lay leadership.  Your commitment to caring for people right in your midst and those oceans apart is absolutely commendable.  Your thirst for God’s word is absolutely amazing; how many churches can claim to have a fourth of their average Sunday attendance show up for a discussion on Scripture like you have done right here at the first session of the “Food for Body, Mind and Soul”?  
Your commitment to nurturing the young through the Nursery School and the Church School and Youth program; and your commitment to nurture the finer aspects of being through the Music school are not just programs, but a visible testimony of your desire to keep the most delicate human person and the most fine human expression of emotion engaged in seeking perfection that comes only through God.  
Paul is very clear about this constant pursuit for perfection when he says, “Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”

So friends, rejoice, again I say to you rejoice, and in this joy that is necessary to build any church, let us promise ourselves at the start of this new liturgical year; that we will always begin our life with God from a position of humility; that we will not proclaim the narrative of despair, but will always build on the blessings that we have received from God; that when we find ourselves on this journey we will always keep it locked in our minds that we are not in this journey to obtain a goal but to make that goal our own just as Christ Jesus has made us his own.  

Once we do that, I can assure you my beloved that this church by the sea will not only be filled with those who will come to receive God’s grace but will overflow with those who will confess Jesus as Christ!

May God Almighty who sent us Isaiah, John, and Paul may enable us to hear the voice in the wilderness that is filled with the promise of our salvation.  Amen.  
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