Sermon for OCTOBER  11 2026             Philippians 4:1-9                “A Divine Chinois” 
	My brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 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. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, 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. 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.

          		Honestly…I would love to see the inner workings of my own brain sometime. Cause you never know where a sermon text is gonna go, what images it will trigger, what emotions it will stir up. You probably need to know that this is one of my favorite texts, one that gives me buoyancy and resilience in this odd world of ours. And this time around, I was drawn to the culinary realm, and my wee brain focused on the chinois, a specialized strainer used for making very fine textured soups and such. It got its name from the French word of Chinese, because it reminded those chefs of the conical hats worn in some parts of Asia. For me and of many, this text functions like a divine chinois, helping me strain and purify the chunkiness of my life. We will come back to the chinois. 

	          Two weeks ago, we talked about folk’s need to question Jesus’ authority, and the urgency of changing when God gives us the nudge. Last week we chatted about architecture and the structural underpinnings of our faith.  Next Sunday we will have our annual Oktoberfest Sunday!  But today, our obsession is joy. It is an obsession that begins when we are young…here are some joyful gems from our childhood years; these are actual excerpts from children’s letters to God, written during Sunday School time:

~Dear God, please put another holiday between Christmas and Easter.  There is nothing good in there now.

~Dear God, is it true my father won’t get into Heaven if he uses his golf words in the house? 

~Dear God, I bet it’s very hard for you to love all of everybody in the whole world. There are only 4 people in our family, and I can never do it. 

~Dear God, maybe Cain and Abel would not kill each other so much if they each had their own rooms. It works out OK with me and my brother.    

~Dear God, Thank you for the baby brother but what I asked for was a puppy. I never asked for anything before. You can look it up. 

           Feels good to laugh, doesn’t it?  Here’s the thing: it is supposed to.  It is chemically designed to.  It is God’s design, the blueprint I obsessed about last week, another clue to the very real possibility that this whole life thing is supposed to be pleasant and meaningful and full of joy.  Joy is a noun, but rejoice, the word of the day, is a verb.  It is something we do or don’t do, but joy only comes into existence through our seeking it, our recognizing it, and choosing to create it.  And who better to be co-creators of joy than the redeemed, the ransomed, the Church of Jesus Christ?    

	          According to Wikipedia, there is now extensive research suggesting that religious people are happier and less stressed that non-religious folks.  Duh. It is thought to be the case because of the social contact and support that result from religious activities, exhibit A, the Bazaar! And the potlucks! And the never-ending greeting time! Social contact and support, we understand those. Also, religious people tend more towards behaviors related to good health (such as less substance abuse), indirect forms of psychological and social activity such as optimism and volunteering, psychological factors such as "reason for being," learned coping strategies that enhance our ability to deal with stress, or some combination of these and/or other factors.  What Wikipedia could never say, that we know to be true from the living of it, is that it is all that and more, because joy is at the very core of what we proclaim.  Death proved no obstacle to Christ.  And if death isn’t a problem, well, what would be?  We Christians have the possibility of being the most joy-filled folks on the planet.  We Christians reverence the one they call the Lord of the Dance, right?  But there is a distinction we need to make: while happiness just happens, a bio-chemical reaction when endorphins are released in our system without conscious thought, joy takes effort.  Rejoice means to choose joy, to take joy, again and again.  Far too many of us cheat ourselves and others by not rejoicing.

		I am no longer young, but I am not precisely old, either…allow me to share some of the joy of these middle years; here are observations from seasoned folks: 

~Middle age is when you're sitting at home on a Saturday night and the telephone rings and you hope it isn't for you.
~Both sermons and biscuits are improved by shortening. 
~Youth is when you're allowed to stay up late on New Year's Eve. Middle age is when you're forced to.
~People who are all wrapped up in themselves are overdressed.
~Middle age is when your broad mind and narrow waist begin to change places.

		And howzabout 10 Reasons it is great to be over 50: Kidnappers are not very interested in you. No one expects you to run--anywhere. People no longer view you as a hypochondriac. There is nothing left to learn the hard way. Stuff you buy now won't wear out. If you want to, you can eat dinner at 4 pm, and even get a discount! You no longer think of speed limits as a challenge. You quit trying to hold your stomach in no matter who walks into the room. Your joints are more accurate meteorologists than the national weather service. And finally, your secrets are safe with your friends because they can't remember them either!

	          Perhaps my favorite part of today’s text about rejoicing is the part where it says, let your gentleness be known to all.  Now, there’s a marker of a joyous life if ever there was one; gentleness.  Angry, frustrated people are not gentle.  Perturbed, tense folks radiate that tension.  But joy is a different animal, a horse of a different color.  It is the deep inner well, the spring that bubbles and dances in our souls.  Joy, like it’s very kissing cousin bliss, leads its practitioners down the gentle path.  And the world needs more gentlemen and gentlewomen, healers all, lyrical, grace-filled dancers who by the choices they make and the jollity they share improve things for everybody.  We all need a smiling inner grandparent who reminds us of the two important rules; number one, don’t sweat the small stuff, and number two, it’s all small stuff. And speaking of grandparents, how about some stories from the golden years?  Here are a few to increase you share of joy for today:

~Long ago when men cursed and beat the ground with sticks, it was called sorcery.  Today, it's called golf.

~The older we get, the fewer things seem worth waiting in line for.

~A distraught senior citizen phoned her doctor's office.  "Is it true," she wanted to know, "that the medication you prescribed has to be taken for the rest of my life?"  "Yes, I'm afraid so," the doctor told her.  There was a moment of silence before the senior lady replied, "I'm wondering, then, just how serious my condition is, because this prescription is marked 'NO REFILLS'."

		Friends, life comes with no refills.  We refill it, or leave it empty and dry, usually some of both. How do we do that? We employ the mental version of the kitchen gadget I mentioned earlier, the chinois: this fine writing from St. Paul will fulfill that function in our life when we take advantage of God’s well-provisioned kitchen. 	Here is the fine mesh to make your life smooth: Finally, beloved, whatever is true, 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. Ponder them, savor them, focus on them, use them in contrast to the lumpy goo that too often passes for Life. Our lives would be less of a strain if we spent more time straining them through the sieve of this scripture lesson. 

		Friends, today we re-embrace a different vision, a different mindset, a different worldview.  The cup is not only half full, but it is brimming over, with whatever is most satisfying.  Today we claim every day as a gift in seed form; perceive in every moment its potential joy.  Today we reclaim the truth again, that God loves us and has created a world of possibility and laughter and freshness and delight, and given us Joy as our bodyguard.  Today we choose joy again over despondency, laughter over tears, and remember the truth: nobody knows enough to be a pessimist.  And the peace of Christ will guard our hearts and minds, and, as the great mystic Julian of Norwich said:  All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.  Amen!


