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Year A, Proper 23, October 2020 
Isaiah 25:1-9 Philippians 4:1-9 Matthew 22:1-14 

Psalm 23 
 

Rejoice, Y’all! 

Several years ago, I attended a Taize service at the Canterbury House 

at SMU. A friend invited me and, trusting her assurances it was my kind of 

service, I accepted without a clue what a Taize service was. Had she told 

me songs and Scripture would lead to a period of prolonged silence for 

contemplative prayer, I’m not sure I would have accepted so readily. I’m 

glad she didn’t mention it, for in the silence of that service, I heard the still, 

small voice of God speak to me of love deeper than I’d ever imagined and 

call me to share that love with the world.  

In that moment, I knew everything would change: my priorities, 

activities, and maybe even my vocation. That God was calling me to new 

life was clear; what was unclear was how to accept the call faithfully. I’d 

recently taken a formation class on the spiritual life and learned about 

spiritual direction, in which one Christian listens deeply to another, walking 

with them and equipping them to pay attention to God’s personal 
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communication, to grow in intimacy with God, and to respond by living 

into the consequences of that intimacy.1 I made an appointment. 

At our first meeting, I shared my story – how I’d been raised in a 

Christian home, lapsed for a time as a teenager, and found my way back to 

the church – how I’d felt called to law, called to use my voice to speak for 

those whose cries for justice were not heard. I shared the pieces of my 

story that seemed to connect to the encounter with God that had brought 

me to seek direction. Finally, I shared the story of sitting in silence at the 

Canterbury House and hearing the still small voice that changed everything. 

Now, if you know me much at all, you know what I expected from 

my spiritual director in response was direction – like a crystal-clear 

interpretation of what had happened with step-by-step instructions about 

how to respond. And if you’ve ever met with a spiritual director, you know 

I was sorely disappointed. Her job was to guide me into spiritual disciplines 

so I could interpret what had happened and discern with God how I’d 

respond. 

                                                 
1 William A. Barry and William J. Connolly, The Practice of Spiritual Direction. 
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“Read Philippians,” was the only direction she gave me that day. 

“Read it slowly, not as letter from Paul to ancient Christians, but as one 

from God to you. When you come to a passage in which you hear God 

speaking to you, stop for the day and sit with that passage. If you finish the 

book in less than two weeks, start over; you went too fast.” 

We’ve been reading Paul’s letter to the Philippians for the last month 

as we’ve reflected on sharing our stories with one another and the world. 

We didn’t read the opening lines – the ones that grabbed me and held me 

for days: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ.”  

Grace.  

“God’s favor toward us, unearned and undeserved.”2 

Grace to you. And you. And you. 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is full of God’s grace. Church tradition 

holds that Paul wrote it from a prison cell in Rome, shortly before gave his 

life as a martyr for Christ. The Church at Philippi was a model of Christian 

community: they gathered faithfully, shared the good news of Jesus boldly, 

                                                 
2 From “The Catechism”, BCP, 858. 
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and supported Paul’s mission and ministry with their time, talent, and 

treasure. While he was imprisoned in Rome, they sent one of their own, 

Epaphroditus, to minister to him (2:25-30). And so Paul learned of the 

growing threat of persecution in Philippi, learned that he and they faced 

the same threats.3 

Paul’s letter to these Philippians is striking. Despite his 

circumstances, he uses variants of the words “joy” and “rejoice”4 at least 15 

times. And, perhaps because of their shared context of Roman oppression, 

Paul’s rhetorical style in the letter is at its simplest. Paul can write some 

complex sentences full of dependent and subjunctive clauses into which he 

packs powerful theological punches. Yet here – when his life is on the line 

and he writes what could be his final words to his cherished church – Paul 

uses simple language, modeling in his literary style the very point he is 

attempting to make with his audience. We see this most clearly in the 

passage before us today: 

My brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown 
– what a remarking way to describe these friends – my job and 
crown, stand firm in the Lord. 

                                                 
3 Carolyn Osiek, Philippians Philemon (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 15. 
4 χαρις and χαίρω 
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And then come the words which wash over me like waves at the seashore:  

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. 
 

If ever there were a time we needed to hear these words, it is now. We’re 

gathered this morning – some in our homes watching the service online 

and others outdoors with masks on our faces and 6 feet between us 

- in the pang of a pandemic,  

- nearing the eve of an election,  

- exhausted from months of anxiety, electronics, isolation, odium, and 

uncertainty. 

When we manage to gather – most often online – and set out to share our 

stories, we’re inclined to speak of how 2020 has felt like a decade rather 

than a year, how we’ve been coping by stuffing our faces and filling our 

glasses, how beaten down we all are. 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is just what we need. He calls us to 

rejoice in God “always … in everything.” Gordon Fee, a New Testament 
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professor in Vancouver, says that: “joy, unmitigated, untrammeled joy, is – 

or at least should be – the distinctive mark of the believer in Christ Jesus.”5 

Joy ought to characterize our lives whether we are particularly happy with 

our circumstances or not. “Rejoice!” says Paul. That imperative, together 

with all the others in this passage like “don’t worry” and “let your requests 

become known to God”, they’re written in the second-person plural. 

“Rejoice, y’all! Don’t worry, y’all.” Christians and our communities are to 

be characterized by joy. Of course, we as a community are to reflect joy, 

then each of us must first experience that joy ourselves.6 Right? If you are 

anxious, then when I’m with you, I feel anxious. I’m certain my anxiety is 

likewise contagious. 

So what are – who have so many reasons to be anxious – what are we 

to do to experience the joy of which Paul speaks? Let’s return to the text. 

When we’re tempted toward anxiety, Paul directs us to share – not our 

stress but our gentleness. “Let your gentleness be known to all.” That 

word, “gentleness”, carries a sense of fairness that comes from “relaxing 

                                                 
5 Gordon D. Fee, Philippians (Downer’s Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 173. 
6 Ibid., 173. 
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overly strict standards.”7 That’s a good word for us today, isn’t it? In times 

of anxiety and stress, be gentle with yourselves. Be gentle with one another. 

Which begs the question, if we are called to share our gentleness with 

others and not our stress, what do we do with our stress?  

“Let your gentleness be known to everyone … and let your requests 

become known to God”, Paul writes. Herein lies the good news for us 

today. Following this path, letting our gentleness be known to everyone 

and our requests to God, we receive “the peace of God which passes all 

understanding.” This peace is not an ephemeral emotion – it’s not an 

adjective that describes how we feel one moment or the next. The peace of 

God is a noun – an actor. And look at the verb Paul pairs with this actor: 

“the peace of God will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” 

There’s a militaristic tone to the word, so much that Fred Craddock 

translates it as “the peace of God will stand as a sentry over your hearts 

and minds.” One gets the sense that Paul found this word when he looked 

                                                 
7 From entry on (ἐπιεικὲς v. 5) in Helps Ministries, Inc., “Word Study 1933” (Helps Ministries, Inc., 1987 and 
2011), accessed online at http://biblehub.com/greek/1933.htm on February 23, 2014. 

http://biblehub.com/greek/1933.htm
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up from his letter-writing and gazed out the bars of his cell at the sentry 

who, no doubt, was standing watch at his own door.  

We who seek to share our stories with one another and with the 

world would do well to spend time with Paul’s letter to the Philippians, to 

read it as God’s letter to us, listening closely as God speaks into our hearts 

of grace and peace and joy. In our formation hour today, we’ll reflect on 

holy listening – for sharing our stories is supported when we know how to 

listen to stories. This week, won’t you listen to God through this 

remarkable letter written so long ago that still speaks directly into our 

unsettled hearts and minds today? 


