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FIRST READING:   Nehemiah 8:9-10 
SECOND READING:  John 16:16-24
John Cheever was one of the great American novelists of the last century. His work won virtually every major award of his field –the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, the National Book Critics’ Circle Award, the National Medal for Literature and others.

But Cheever’s life was a mess.  His family struggled financially as he was growing up.  As an adult, he drank and suffered bouts of depression. He endured a series of tortured personal relationships, was often his own worst enemy and, finally, died of cancer.

Still, Cheever went to church. Because this appeared so highly inconsistent with how he chose to live other parts of his life, someone once asked why he bothered. 

Cheever responded:

 “I go for the Eucharist.  If I didn’t, I wouldn’t know what else to do with my gratitude.” 

Cheever’s use of the Latin word, Eucharist, invokes its original meaning of ‘thanksgiving.’  Here was a man whose life was often hell. But, still, he had things for which he was thankful. And he knew of no other place to bring his gratitude, his thanksgiving, than to God in worship. 

Today is not Communion Sunday. But it is the Sunday that we bring our thanks in the form of our pledges of time and talent and treasure … a joyful act of response for all that we have been given by our merciful and loving God.

What I hope for today’s service – and for the few words I will say to you – is that we are reminded that, like John Cheever, this is the place where we meet our God with our gratitude … and in doing that we are able to dwell in joy.

So this morning I have no particular call to action, no suggestion or corrective for how we might live our lives more dutifully or more usefully.  Preaching – and all of worship, for that matter – should really be about lifting our eyes to Christ.

Here in this hour, we should give our all to escaping the noise of the world and what one of our members calls “the chatter of our minds.” We should not come here with or for an agenda or to add to our to-do lists … though I will be the first to admit that I frequently fail to do what I am prescribing.

The gospel is like that. It encourages us to act. And I know I frequently preach with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  There is nothing inherently wrong with that, as long as it Is framed by our primary calling … which is to dwell in the joy of knowing that nothing we can do will ever separate us from the love of God.

That is the depth and breadth of God’s grace, which is all-sufficient, a grace that calls us to say thank-you in this hour as the first step … before the other 167 hours of our week. 

So, what do I mean by dwelling in joy? 

We can begin to answer that question by defining the joy of the gospel, which is the greatest joy we can ever feel.  This joy is a gift. An gift we can never earn. A gift we receive simply because we are.  A gift that defies all of our conventional thinking with our feeble, temporal minds.

Because it is all those things, it is a gift with the power to reorient every aspect of our lives … if we can accept it and learn to cherish it for what it is. 

But that’s the part where I so often fail and perhaps you do to.  

Think about what we do with the gifts we receive in other parts of our lives and whether t applies to our faith. We receive a gift and might enjoy it for a while, but then we forget about it … or get another gift that preoccupies us anew. 

Or, like a sweater or a tie or some sort of gadget, we smile when we receive it.  With all sincerity, we think to ourselves – and tell the person who gave it – that we will enjoy wearing or using it.  But before long it is buried in the closet or in a box with other forgotten gifts in the attic, out of sight and out of mind. 

Or, even worse, we decide right off that it is not right for us. We might hold onto it for some mentally prescribed amount of time … knowing all the while that it is destined for Goodwill or, perhaps, to be re-gifted when the chance arises. 

That is not what God had in mind when God gave us the gift of joy that comes with knowing we belong to God forever. 

Nor is it God’s intent for us to do with this gift of joy what we do with other things in our lives, which is to it equate to something of this world. 

This gift of joy is not as simple as having a positive attitude or a feeling of self-sufficiency. Doing that only makes both the activity and the result about us. 

This joy is not the same as the pursuit of happiness, as laudable as that may be, or a commitment to have more fun, something we might “calendar” in our busy lives, as if to say: “I have hole in my schedule on Tuesday afternoon I will have fun then.” 

This gift is not something that we have to rationalize or justify as a valid use of our time. 

And it surely is not something you can stick in your pocket or your purse today because you heard a sermon and sang a few hymns and repeated some liturgy that mentioned joy. 

No, this gift of joy is far greater, far more transcendent … because it is the joy that comes from the knowledge of what God has done for us in and through Jesus Christ. It can be elusive. But if we ever find it and accept it, it is all sufficient. 

In his book on this subject, to which I must credit many of my thoughts today, my teacher Tom Currie said this of the joy of the Christian life: 

It is “a great mystery, not a commodity that can be consumed or rendered useful. But a gift of One who simply delights and makes the heart joyful.”
 

That “One” Tom refers to is God in Christ, who makes our heart joyful with the eternal “yes” that overcomes every “no” we encounter in our daily routines and struggles.

One of the many books Tom had us read in seminary was written by Father Alexander Schmemann, the late dean of a seminary in New York.  For Schmemann, the greatest sin of all was to lose sight of this joy in worship.  Schmemann wrote:

“I think God will forgive everything except lack of joy; when we forget that God created the world and saved it.  Joy is not one of the components of Christianity – it is the tonality of Christianity that penetrates everything – faith and vision.  Where there is no joy, Christianity becomes fear and therefore torture.”

Those are heavy, weighty words. I was considering them in my office on Friday morning when I received an email from a recent visitor to our church.

God has a funny sense of timing.  And as I read – and re-read this email – I thanked God again for the joy that so many of you bring to worship. Let me read that e-mail word for word – and I promise this is real.  One doesn’t tell untruths, even if only a fib, from the pulpit. Listen closely, very closely. You might think parts of it are hard to hear:

“My wife and I visited your church this past week.  We will not be joining your

congregation, and I thought you should know why:

1)       During church services, it is imperative that attendees sit quietly with

their hands securely positioned in their lap.  No sounds should be made, especially joyful ones—it shows a lack of discipline.  During your service, people were enjoying themselves, laughing and clapping.  This defies years and years of

established church decorum.
2)      Sermons should be such that one has the opportunity to catch up on their

sleep.  Anything such as what your minister provided causes the brain to become

engaged, and as such denies one the opportunity for a nice 20 minute nap.  At all

times, thinking should be discouraged.    Especially the type that causes self

discovery or, even worse, makes one change his mind.

3)      The sermon, in fact the entire church attitude, was void of shame,

embarrassment, and guilt.  It was almost as though you were allowing anyone to

attend, not just the Christians (that is, the “good “ people).    Having such a place

where just anyone can attend, without some type of basic requirements of goodness, might create a situation where people improve their spiritual outlook.  I am sure you are aware how dangerous this could be.
4)      I heard someone in your congregation say that Caldwell was a church where you didn’t have to act like you had all the answers.  Oh really!!??? Well, if we Christians don’t act like we have all the answers, who on earth will??  It is our

responsibility, nay, our destiny, to act like we know everything.  It is essential

to the faith.

As I said, I will not be joining your church.  I will visit a lot.  I loved your choir.”

Well, there you have it.  Word for word. Unedited.

In the spirit of this email, in the spirit of what Tom Currie tried to get through my thick head … and my hard heart … and in the spirit of what Father Schmemann had to say, let me add my own two-cents worth.

The kind of joy that the author of the email cites is exactly the kind of divine waste of time that God has in mind when God meets us here every Sunday in worship. 

It is exactly the kind of deep confidence of who we are and whose we are that suggests that we can presume to do something as unproductive as spend an hour enjoying God together -- through song, through confession and pardon and through hearing and interpreting the Word of God.

It is an embarrassment … the kind of embarrassment that the modern world is so suspicious of … because it is not the result of a three-point plan or a reduction of the gospel into some kind of formula for happiness or a purpose-focused, self-focused life. 

It is an outright scandal … an entirely appropriate response to the irresponsible, inexplicable, un-merit-able grace that exploded out of that tomb when the stone was rolled back which, in Luke’s account of the gospel, elicited this response. “While in their joy,” Luke wrote, “the apostles Peter and Thomas were disbelieving.” 

It is unbelievable, isn’t it? 

And we cannot – we should not – for a minute take it lightly.

It is precisely this kind of irrational joy that inspires dangerous acts of generosity …. The kind that Ezra and Nehemiah had in mind in our Old Testament reading, when they told the people of Israel: 

“This day is holy to the Lord your God; do not mourn or weep . . . Go your way, eat the fat and drink the sweet wine and send portions of them to those for whom nothing is prepared.”                Nehemiah 8:9-10

Thousands of years later, our Lord Jesus Christ invoked that same kind of reckless faithfulness when said” Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete.”  

We know what happened a little later on.  Christ died for us and freed us to live in this unexplainable joy for all of our days, until we see the face of God.

And it is the kind of joy we are prone to forget … why we need to be reminded as the Psalmist wrote: “Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.”  (Psalm 51:12)

So, friends, I am going to go back on my word.  I said I was not going to give you something to do in this sermon. But I’ve changed my mind.

In a moment, we will bring out commitments for 2009 forward. After we do that, I want us to add one more thing to our plans … which is to open ourselves to accepting this joy … with all that we have … at the risk of everything else.  

And I am not stopping there. I want you to hold me accountable for doing my part to help us all recover it … and to celebrate it … and to dwell in it.  I will expect the same kind of focus on self-abandoning carelessness from you.

But whatever you do … when you come here to Caldwell … to study, to serve, to worship … most of all … bring your thanksgiving.

After all, what else can you do with your gratitude?  

Amen.
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