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We live in a terrible world. Disasters large and small intrude upon our lives again and again. Suffering is deeply ingrained in the human condition. No one makes it through life without pain, sometimes intense pain. Our bodies are flawed and prone to illness and breakdown. We are driven to seek out loving relationships, but often they implode under the weight of human insecurity and selfishness. We love people deeply but we lose them, sometimes to death, sometimes to any variety of estrangement. People die of hunger and epidemics and despair. Grinding poverty afflicts billions across the world. Children seem to suffer the most. Enemies arise and we send our sons and daughters to kill them, and risk their own precious lives, and a cycle of violence continues that seems impossible to break and indeed only deepens as we develop more effective ways to inflict violence. We suffer spiritually as well, questioning, in this kind of world, how can there even be a loving God? And when it’s all over, we face the unknowable mystery of death. We live in a terrible world.


We live in a wonderful world. Against all odds, we stumble into relationships with other human beings that afford us a glimpse of the deepest kind of love. Sometimes we are blessed with children and even grandchildren and can experience the deep joy of watching their transformation from squalling little lump to fully realized grown-up, watch them learn to read, see them smile at us. The sun shines and the crops grow; we are nourished and fed, and we know the simple joys of walking and singing and seeing and hearing. We work hard and sometimes we know what it means to feel good-tired. Moments of grace intrude in the most unexpected places, happy accidents or coincidences or the hand of God reaching down to touch our lives. We see selfless people doing amazing things out of love for people in need, asking nothing in return. We see glimpses of a world where peace is the rule rather than the exception. This is a world where there are dogs and cats, where there are days in early June when it’s so green you can hardly bear it. And when it’s all over, we rest secure in the knowledge that we will find our full union with God, a holy mystery that is the culmination of our faith. We live in a wonderful world.

Two visions of the world around us – a terrible world, a wonderful world. Which one speaks to you?


Maybe there are parts of each that make sense to you. But to hold both of those visions of the world completely and at the same time – to wrap your mind around the idea that this is a terrible world and this is a wonderful world, all at once – that’s not something the human mind is equipped to do. There’s too much cognitive dissonance. We’re not very good at holding opposites in tension and accepting them both as valid. Our tendency is always to resolve that tension, to pick one alternative. 

And once we do that, that choice colors our perceptions of the world. Wherever we go, we see a terrible world or we see a wonderful world.

“Rejoice in the Lord always,” the apostle Paul says. Paul is writing from prison; he’s there as an enemy of the Roman Empire for preaching this heretic religion, Christianity. But he repeats himself: “Again I will say, rejoice.” Even through the bars of his prison cell, Paul sees a wonderful world. He has made his choice.


And the curmudgeonly part of me wants to say, well, good for him. If he can delude himself into believing that it’s all sweetness and light, that’s fine. But I’m not buying it. There’s too much pain and trouble around for me to be that sanguine. Paul can choose to believe in a wonderful world, but hey, we have to be realists here. We can’t deny the reality of suffering. 



Now, stay with me, please. We’re going to dig our way out of this depression, I promise you. And we’re going to do it by digging into why Paul is able to make such happy talk from his prison cell. 

The first thing I want us to notice is that Paul has a project. He’s not focusing on his own situation; instead, he’s immersed in the fortunes of the little church at Philippi and whatever is going on between these two church leaders, Euodia and Syntyche. (It’s interesting to note, by the way, how prominent women were in early Christianity. The presumption is that these two women were deacons or leaders in the Philippian church, and that they were leaders for the whole church, not just for the women. This was a revolutionary development in a wider society where women’s lives got very little respect.)


So Paul is writing with a purpose, and it draws him outside himself. If you’ve ever worked yourself out of a funk by doing something good for someone else, you know the feeling. You’re plugging into the magic energy of love in action. 


The second thing we can see about Paul’s attitude is that he calls on other people to join in the project. He appeals to his “loyal companion” to help these two women mend fences. We don’t know exactly who this person is, but apparently he was close to Paul, someone he could trust, someone of the same mind and with the same hopes for the church. It’s when we cut ourselves off from others and imagine that we’re on our own to fight the good fight, it’s then that we start to descend into the blackness of the terrible-world theory. Paul shows us that cultivating loyal companions serves them and us well.


And finally, Paul is wise enough to understand everything that happens as being in the context of God’s loving and reassuring presence. Talk about a loyal companion! “The Lord is near,” he writes. Pray about everything, not just the big things; ask God for what you need; and remember to thank God for God’s blessings in your life. “And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”


That may seem like pie in the sky. But Paul knew an undeniable truth: We are spiritual beings, and all the stuff that happens to us and around us is ultimately just window dressing for that fact. Our real home, our real value, our real being is in connection with God, and with it our recognition that we are part of God’s created order and it is good.


A writer named Wayne Muller talks about the Sabbath and ways we can, as he puts it, “restore the sacred rhythm of rest” in our lives. Listen to what he says about how we can reflect on God’s creation:


Creation is an ongoing story of new beginnings, opportunities to begin again and again. God began to create, is still creating; nothing is finished. Creation continues to arise out of emptiness, take form, and dissolve over time, dust to dust, returning to emptiness. All life arises and falls away in this beautiful, fruitful rhythm.


Sabbath implies a willingness to be surprised by unexpected grace, to partake of those potent moments when creation renews itself, when what is finished inevitably recedes, and the sacred forces of healing astonish us with the unending promise of life and love. When we gather together to worship and pray in this Sabbath time, we prepare our hearts and souls to be nourished and surprised by fruitful beginnings.


And so, only in the soil of Sabbath tranquility can we seed the possibility of beginning a new day, a new week – even a new life – again and again, each time with fresh eyes, rested and refreshed, born within the completely gratuitous sanctuary of time.


Isn’t that graceful? To be more fully spiritual, we have to tune into the innate goodness of the earth and human beings and God’s care for all of us. I think Paul recognizes the power of God’s continuing creation when he counsels us to rest in the Lord and accept the sense of peace that God continually offers. That peace, he says, will guard our hearts and our minds; it will keep us safe from the despair that threatens to intrude on us when the world is looking bleak. 


Paul is a philosopher, but he is also a practical man, and so as we close I want to call your attention again to the how of his message. How can we be the kind of person who can rejoice in the Lord always? How can we be those wonderful-world people? 


Paul leads with his mind. “Whatever is true,” he says, “whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.” He’s not denying that war and hunger and brokenness exist. But he recognizes that we have to make a choice, and his choice is to recognize the inherent goodness of the created order, including the innate goodness of humanity, and invest his thoughts there. On the best of what’s around us, not the worst. On those pure and honorable and commendable and praiseworthy things that are ever-present, if only we will look for them.

And maybe you’re thinking, here’s the Norman Vincent Peale of the first century. Mr. Power of Positive Thinking. Maybe Paul imagines that thinking good thoughts makes everything OK, makes the cold cruel world go away.


I don’t think so. He’s no Pauly-anna. I think Paul recognizes that we live in a terrible world, and we live in a wonderful world. And as he tries to reconcile those irreconcilable differences, the way he finds to do that is to bring to the forefront of his mind the knowledge that as spiritual beings, we have access to the peace of God through the good things that God has blessed the world with. By putting his thoughts and his energy into those things, he shows us the way to stay connected with God and with God’s goodness. No matter what happens, good or bad. No matter what anybody else thinks.


We live in a terrible world. We live in a wonderful world. You have to make a choice. Pray about it, listen for God’s voice, and you’ll know which way to go.


Amen.

