1
Thankful for Joy


THANKFUL FOR JOY

Mary Scifres 
Community Church, Congregational

Psalm 126 
November 25, 2018

The summer after my first year of college, I worked as a counselor at a church camp for 5th & 6th graders. I had dreamed of this job seem my early years as a church camper, but the job wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Each week, a different pair of pastors arrived to direct the camp. They each brought a different set of expectations and hopes for the camp, and some weeks they made our life really easy; and other weeks, not so much. The week I remember the most vividly, however, was the week we counselors labeled the week of “forbidden fun.” We were a lively bunch of 20-somethings, 3 women, 3 men, full of love for God, love for kids, and love for life. But one week, all that lively love was not so well-received by our camp directors. On our second night, they called a staff meeting and sat us down to explain that we were having way too much fun with the kids. “Christianity is not fun,” they explained. When we objected and explained that we actually wanted the kids to know that Christ’s love is so abundant that they could have fun and be a Christian, the elderly pastors explained that we had not yet known enough life to understand the hardships of life; but that one day we would understand that there can be joy on the Christian journey, but it’s not supposed to be fun. I’ve been thinking a lot about those pastors and my fellow counselors this week, as I prepared a message on joy and thanksgiving.  Were they right? Were we right? Or were we both wrong? 

What we didn’t know about each other was a lot. Those pastors probably didn’t know that our counselor Joe was struggling with questions of purpose and call. He thought he was called to be a pastor, but as he prepared to enter his senior year of college, all he really wanted to do was go to law school. His girlfriend, Anne, another of our counselors was suffering with a food disorder, and trying to be strong enough to be a good influence on the little girls in our care. Mona, an accomplished triathlete, wanted to be a loving big sister to this young girls, who would soon be entering middle school, but Mona was haunted by her own memories of being an outcast during all of her middle and high school years for being too athletic and masculine. Mike galloped through our hikes, naming every tree and plant by its Latin name, yearning to be a forestry major, when he knew he would return to school in the fall to continue the business degree his father insisted he pursue. Judy quietly held us all together, as she prepared to leave for seminary in the fall, but she had her own set of worries about leaving the only town she had ever known to follow her call to ministry at a seminary half a country away. We knew the Christian journey wasn’t always fun, but we found that fun and friendship and laughter along the way helped us hold it together during the troubling times.

Now, I don’t know if the Pilgrims laughed much. Their writings and the images we carry around about them would make it seem like they were a pretty serious bunch. But even so, they did know the importance of a big celebration after an arduous journey, or at least they learned it from the Native American Wampanoags who had helped them survive their first winter on American soil. The Wampanoags, like many native tribes from this continent, held gratitude and thanksgiving in high regard. Their religious rituals included time set aside to thank God and celebrate abundance. After that tough winter when both the Pilgrims and the Wampanoags were lucky to have survived, they invited the Pilgrims to celebrate their survival by honoring God with a time of thanksgiving. 

Our Psalm today recounts a similar attitude of celebration and thanksgiving when the Israelites escaped exile and finally returned home to one another after having been captured and imprisoned by the Babylonian empire. When they came home, they didn’t come home to milk and honey. They came home to destruction and lost lives, but even so they felt the call to sing of joy and laughter in the midst of sorrow and destruction.

And so, I am thankful for joy, that it comes to us even in the midst of despair. C. S. Lewis spoke of joy bubbling up in his life from seemingly out of nowhere, in times of his darkest doubts when he was most sure God didn’t exist, eventually overwhelming him with the laughable belief that not only does God exist, but God’s love and grace are fully expressed in the life and love of Christ Jesus. It was this unexpected gift of joy that finally convinced Lewis to believe in God and follow Christ. When he wrote of his experience of finding faith, he titled his book “Surprised by Joy,” inspired by the words of William Wordsworth who wrote of being “surprised by joy” when he was still grieving the death of his daughter. He didn’t want joy to come calling, and yet it did. When I visit with a family to prepare for a Memorial Service, some of the deepest moments of reflection end up in laughter and silly stories about their lost loved one. At funeral luncheons, joy bubbles up as someone recalls a sweet moment they’d forgotten, or a silly antic remembered brings a table full of people to tears of laughter. 

Holocaust survivor Victor Frankl remembers a joke that led him to remember love and helped him glimpse a better future during a particularly dark journey when he and the other men of Auschwitz were being force marched to a work site:

“... We stumbled on in the darkness, over big stones and through large puddles, along the one road leading from the camp. The accompanying guards kept shouting at us and driving us with the butts of their rifles. Anyone with very sore feet supported himself on his neighbor's arm. Hardly a word was spoken; the icy wind did not encourage talk. Hiding his mouth behind his upturned collar, the man marching next to me whispered suddenly: ‘If our wives could see us now! I do hope they are better off in their camps and don't know what is happening to us.’

That brought thoughts of my own wife to mind. And as we stumbled on for miles, slipping on icy spots, supporting each other time and again, dragging one another up and onward, nothing was said, but we both knew: each of us was thinking of his wife. Occasionally I looked at the sky, where the stars were fading and the pink light of the morning was beginning to spread behind a dark bank of clouds. But my mind clung to my wife's image, imagining it with an uncanny acuteness. I heard her answering me, saw her smile, her frank and encouraging look. Real or not, her look was then more luminous than the sun which was beginning to rise.

A thought transfixed me: for the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set into song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth—that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of man is through love and in love. I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world still may know bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his beloved. In a position of utter desolation, when man cannot express himself in positive action, when his only achievement may consist in enduring his sufferings in the right way—an honorable way—in such a position man can, through loving contemplation of the image he carries of his beloved, achieve fulfillment. For the first time in my life I was able to understand the meaning of the words, ‘The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite glory....’”*
Remembering love, Frankl survived that march and even began to connect with a sense of purpose for his life. As Frankl continued his life at Auschwitz, he noted that he and his prisoners had to connect with something beyond the horrors they were living in order to survive. He recognized that hope and purpose were the only roads that led to survival. He began not only connecting with his own sense of purpose, but helping others to do the same. He held out hope, even when despair was all around. Returning home afterward to find that his loved ones had not survived, relief mingled with regret, joy mingled with grief, and yet still he wrote of the experience with a central message that hope is all we have in times of trial and despair.

His ancient Israelite ancestors had a similar experience that helped them survive ancient Babylon. For they had a constant sense of purpose, an understanding that they were to be a unified people of God, a light to the nations, and a community who honored their sacred home as a place of worship and honor for God. When they finally returned home, probably penniless and with most family and friends long since dead, they still sang these hopeful words that lives sown with tears could one day reap a harvest of joy.

That same sense of purpose seemed to help our early American Congregationalists survive that pilgrim journey on a overcrowded, storm-battered ship called the Mayflower, and then a vicious first winter filled with disease and death. One of their founding leaders, William Bradford, wrote these words about his sense of call:

From my years young in days of youth,

God did make known to me his truth,

And call'd me from my native place

For to enjoy the means of grace.

In wilderness he did me guide,

And in strange lands for me provide.

In fears and wants, through weal and woe,

A pilgrim, past I to and fro.

---William Bradford

Because of this sense of purpose, they could find joy in their first successful harvest, even if that joy was mingled with much grief and perhaps even regret. But they had to choose to embrace that time of joy and thanksgiving, that sense of hope for a better tomorrow, in order to continue following God’s call and living their purpose. 

Each of us here have made covenants and commitments that help to guide our lives and even express purpose in our lives. We have committed to partners in marriage; we have committed to children in baptism; we have committed to employers with job contracts; we have committed to friends with promises. Each commitment we make is a choice to embrace hope and purpose. Today, many of us who are part of this church community have written covenants to become members of this church in 2019. We have made choices about how much money to give, what ministries we will fulfill, how often we will pray, in what ways we will study and grow in our faith, and how we plan to share our faith and love with others. Each of those choices expresses a hope, for we don’t know what tomorrow will bring. Some of you haven’t completed a covenant, because you’re not sure what the future will bring; some people have never married for the same reason. Making a commitment is a choice, but it’s not just a choice to commit. It’s a choice to hope. We can’t change most of the circumstances of our lives, but we can choose how to embrace those circumstances. And when we choose to embrace those circumstances with hope, joy will come calling. 

When I think back on those camp counselors, I am so grateful for the fun we had together and the ways in which joy came calling each and every day, even on our really difficult days. Those old pastors weren’t completely wrong, but I think they underestimated the strength of joy and the way in which it bubbles up as fun and laughter and silliness and thanksgiving. I don’t know if the Pilgrims laughed much, but I’m suspicious that there was laughter at that first thanksgiving, when language barriers caused confusion and divergent traditions bumped into one another. I don’t know if those old pastors every laughed like we young counselors did, but I do know that we young counselors who are not the old pastors have discovered the joy of Anne being 25 years sober and most years managing her food disorder successfully; Mike and Mona were the two who actually got married, after Mike became a camp manager with his business degree and then pursued his forestry degree to work for the National Parks Service, where they both still work today. Joe went to law school and Judy went to seminary, both serving amongst the poorest of the poor in their very different ways of answering God’s call in their lives. Our lives haven’t been perfect; they haven’t been easy; but they have been filled with joy, the joy of living our purpose and the joy of being blessed along the way with loving friendships to support the journey, God’s grace to lift us when we stumble, and hope to sustain us through the troubled times. 

Ultimately, I think Frankl says it best:

“What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward life. We had to learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that it did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead think of ourselves as those who were being questioned by life—daily and hourly. Our question must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right action and in right conduct. Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to fulfill the tasks which it constantly sets for each individual.”**
_______________

*Frankl, Viktor. Man's Search for Meaning, Part One, "Experiences in a Concentration Camp," 
Pocket Books, ISBN 978-0-671-02337-9 pp. 56–57.
**Frankl, Viktor. Man's Search for Meaning, Beacon Press, 2006. p. 77.
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