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Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost • October 15, 2017 
Isaiah 25:1-9 • Psalm 23  •  Philippians 4:1-9  •  Matthew 22:1-14 
 
St. Paul wasn’t supposed to have a favorite church. If you asked him, probably would have 

told you, “I love all the churches equally.” This is a nice answer. But it’s not really true. Because best 
we know, the church in Philippi, the church Paul is writing to in today’s reading was his favorite. In 
today’s reading, Paul calls the Philippians “my brothers and sisters… my joy and my crown… my 
beloved.” And Paul’s affinity isn’t without cause. The church in Philippi started out small, just a few 
people in a woman named Lydia’s house. But pretty soon it started growing, not only in size but in 
mission. Taking on the work of evangelism with Paul. Giving to the collection for the churches in 
need, even though they weren’t very well off. 

This all sounds like a good situation, except that in today’s reading Paul says that he “longs” 
to be back with the Philippians. Now this is to be expected. Remember it was common for Paul to 
drop in and out of churches. You go into a city, you plant a church there, and when the church can 
sustain itself, you move on somewhere else and start over again. If you’re a traveling missionary like 
Paul, being away from churches and people you serve is just part of the deal. 

But what Paul is going through, the reason why he says he “longs for” the church in Philippi 
isn’t just that he’s homesick. It’s that he’s writing this letter from prison. Probably somewhere in 
Rome. Unable to continue with his mission.  

And while Paul has been away, the church has fallen on a bit of a problem. Not a big 
problem. Not an existential problem. But a problem nonetheless. Which is that things have begun to 
feel routine. The church is starting to feel like the progress, the growth, the sense of possibility that 
once felt so obvious is starting to wear off. So with St. Paul away, what is the church going to do? 
How are they going to figure out how to be the body of Christ in the world? How are they going to 
continue and grow in mission? Paul even offers some encouragement to the leaders in the church 
who are trying to figure that out.  

It’s a fitting reading for today, the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost. Not because there’s 
anything unique about the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost but precisely because there’s nothing 
special about it. If you ask people what days they most enjoy coming to church, what answers would 
you get? Christmas. Easter. Pentecost. All Saints. Maybe Epiphany or Reformation. We have people 
who show up twice all year, Christmas and Easter people, but we really don’t have any Nineteenth 
Sunday after Pentecost people. Which is ironic, maybe a little funny, because this is where we spend 
most of our time as church. Not in the Alleluias of Easter or the soft candlelight of Christmas but in 
what the Catholic tradition calls “Ordinary Time.” Going through our routines. Plugging along. 
Wondering if we’re really getting anywhere.  

That’s the way the church in Philippi was starting to feel. Stuck in their routines. Stale. So 
when they wanted advice on how to get some life back in their mission, you could guess what his 
response might be. One response would be, “You need to shake things up.” Try something crazy. 
Shock your system a little bit. But that’s not what Paul says. Another response would be, “You need 
to enter into a process of discernment.” Identify what your strengths and weaknesses are and go 
from there. But that’s not what Paul says. If St. Paul was alive today, he might say, “Go talk to the 
synod. And the synod will send an assistant to the bishop with some ideas.” But that’s not what Paul 
says. 

No, Paul says something else. He says, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” 
That’s a weird answer. What do you do when you don’t feel especially joyful? “Be joyful,” St. Paul 
says. Just do it.  
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Not only is that a weird response. On its face, it’s also just bad advice. Last year, a 
psychologist named Randy Petersen published a book entitled How to be Miserable: 40 Strategies 
You Already Use. And next to other strategies such as screw with your sleep, maximize your 
screentime, and set vague goals, is “pursue happiness directly.” Constantly measuring and evaluating 
how happy you are, how much joy is in your life, is a surefire way to make yourself completely 
miserable. 

So why does Paul tell them to rejoice? How can Paul, who is sitting in prison, separated 
from the church he loves, be rejoicing in this situation? The problem isn’t with Paul. The problem is 
with the way we talk about happiness and joy. We usually use happiness and joy interchangeably, like 
they mean the same thing. But for Paul, they aren’t the same thing at all. Happiness is good. There’s 
nothing wrong with happiness. But happiness is fleeting. It comes and goes. It wears off.  

But joy is something much bigger and more lasting than happiness. Because joy isn’t just 
about how you feel right now. It’s about what you think is going to happen in the future. Joy is what 
you feel when you have faith in God’s promised future. Joy is hope for the future overflowing into 
the present. And St. Paul has that in spades. As he puts it, “The Lord is near.” So even if Paul’s 
present circumstances look pretty bad, and they are, he knows that something greater is coming. Is 
Paul happy while he’s in prison? Nope. But he’s joyful because he knows what’s coming. 

Paul’s words are echoed in another famous letter from prison, one that’s in our American 
canon: MLK’s Letter from Birmingham Jail.1 In 1963, the civil rights movement had reached a kind 
of breaking point. Sympathy for the cause was starting to give way to fatigue. The activists wanted 
too much too fast, the argument went. It felt like the movement was starting to stall out. While King 
was sitting in Bull Connor’s jail, he didn’t have access to newspapers. But Clarence Jones, King’s 
lawyer would sneak them in. So he was reading all this negative press. And there was one article that 
set King off. Below a picture of King and his colleague Ralph Abernathy marching in the streets was 
an article by eight clergy, clergy who supported civil rights. And the headline read in big, bold letters, 
“White Clergymen Urge Local Negroes to Withdraw from Demonstrations.” Even King’s allies 
were starting to bail on him. The methods weren’t working. They were getting stuck. 

So King took these scraps of newspaper and started writing in the margins. And when Jones 
would come to visit, King spent most of the visits explaining this elaborate system of arrows that 
connected the scraps of the letter. And Jones thought that this was absolutely insane. That King had 
gone mad sitting by himself. But when he got back to the hotel and spread all the little scraps out on 
a table, something remarkable and profound emerged. Toward the end of the letter, King writes, “I 
have no fear about the outcomes of our struggle… We will win our freedom because the sacred 
heritage of our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands.” We will 
we win our freedom because our demands, our mission, our struggle is God’s struggle. Is that 
happiness? Not even close. It’s even better than happiness. It’s joy. 

St. Paul even gives us some advice for how to do this rejoicing, for how to be joyful people 
and a joyful church. And it isn’t something crazy. It’s not something totally out of the ordinary. It’s 
by doing the everyday things that we do together. Most of what we do together as church is going 
the same things over and over and over again. Things that feel completely ordinary. But, Paul says, 
don’t miss where God is at work in what you see as routine. 

Paul says that we can do that by thinking about what is “true, honorable, just, pure, and 
pleasing.” But “think about” isn’t quite right. A better translation would be “pay attention.” What 
Paul is trying to get the Philippians and all of us to do is pay attention. To look for what is 

                                                           
1 This account is taken from Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years (New York City: Simon 

and Schuster, 1988), 737-40. 
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honorable and pleasing in our lie together. It’s in there. When we feel like our life together isn’t 
making a difference, look closer. 

Craig Barnes, who’s a Presbyterian pastor, notes that if you took everything that happens in 
the gospels and you mapped them out on a calendar, you couldn’t even fill one year. Think about 
that. That means that two out of every three days of Jesus’s public ministry are unaccounted for. 
Not because Jesus didn’t do anything. But because it was the same stuff he always did. The same 
routine stuff. It’s as if Jesus got to the end of the day, got ready for bed, got out his journal, and then 
couldn’t think of anything worth writing down. Even the Son of God had days that felt ordinary. 

The stuff that we do every day. Growing in faith together. Proclaiming the gospel. Giving to 
people in need. Gathering around word and sacrament. Just keep on doing that. Even when it feels 
stale. Even when it seems like you’re not making progress. Even when you feel like you’re just 
spinning your wheels. Keep doing. Trust that God is present in your work. Trust that God’s way is 
our way. Trust that God’s future is our future. 

Growing in mission together won’t make you any happier. But it will bring joy into your life 
and the lives of people around you. Even if not every day feels like Christmas or Easter. Even if it 
feels like the most ordinary of times. Even if it’s the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


