Life Goes On - Circle of Life
Ecclesiastes 3:1-15









Kimby Young

Philippians 1:2-11









June 23, 2024
I am warning you right now, I am liable to be emotional today.   One year ago, yesterday my sister died unexpectedly.  It’s been an emotional roller coaster of a year for me.  Again, I thank you for your ongoing support and love.  In addition, playing into my emotions today, my nephew and his wife will have their first baby, my sister’s first grandbaby in less than a month.  Life goes on.  A time to mourn and a time to be born.  Add to that, this past week we just concluded another wonderful Traveling Day Camp week with fantastic volunteers and beautiful thriving children.  We shared faith every single day with great energy and joy.  It is exhausting and exhilarating at the same time.  Again, I thank all of you who participated and made this a great week of faithfulness.  The sadness of grief and the joy of children growing in God’s love are side by side today. Finally, today we have some Masons as guests for annual St. John’s Sunday.  This is a group that represents heritage and faithfulness.  John was known as the evangelist because of his enthusiasm, not only in sharing the story of Jesus in the fourth gospel, but also in challenging generations of followers to do the same, to share our faith, to witness to the love of God in Christ Jesus our Savior.   
All of this leads me to think about God’s grace for us in this life, and the way God is with us in everything that happens.  Life is filled with ups and downs, good and bad, even sometimes right at the same time, in the same moment, along the same pew.  Good and bad.  Joy and sorrow.  How we share those burdens and blessings is what life is all about.  We walk together with each other, and together with God, through whatever happens.  We know we are loved, and we share that love generously by God’s grace.  The goal is to support one another.  The goal is to identify what we value and to share those values with others.  As people of faith, we want to share the truth about God, so that others will be as blessed as we are, so that others will know God is with them.  We want to introduce other people to God, especially our children, so that they know how much they are loved, so that they are able to share that love with others.  And so the circle of life continues.  
The reading from Philippians is the opening of a very personal letter from Paul to good Christian friends.  Paul hints at difficulties he is experiencing and challenges they have faced.  He recognizes that life is not always easy.  But then he talks about what has sustained them – prayer, fellowship, a common purpose and a vision for the future.  Indeed, that is what sustains us today.  Our invitation is to journey with Paul into that promised hope of Jesus Christ – to live into a vision where everyone knows they are loved by God and called by God to love others.  I thank my God … for all the possibilities God sets before us.  
This has been a tough year for me.  But not as tough as it could have been without God and without you.  Because alongside my grief have been beautiful memories of family, and wonderful moments of support.  I find myself trying to shape a new future, knowing that God has a future planned for me – a purpose-filled future of grace and goodness.  Today I have been talking about myself a lot, but I know that many of you are travelling the same journey of loss and renewal.  Many of you have struggles you are dealing with and blessings you are grateful for.  The challenge is how to not dwell in the darkness but to lean into the goodness and grace of God.  And it is a challenge.  Every day there is some negative news.  Likewise every day there is a gift from God to notice, a new gift from God to unwrap and experience.  Ecclesiastes says classically – a time for this and a time for that.  
Life is this glorious, frustrating, frightening and beautiful mix – all the time.  Every single day.  Good and bad together. Our challenge every single day – is how we receive that mix and move forward in faith.  It is very easy to get pulled down, to get stuck on the negative, especially as we watch the news in the world.  Especially as we experience personal loss.  But God calls us to live in the light.  Our purpose here together is to live in the positive grace of God and to bring others into the light, to help others to see and to find all that is good.  That’s what Paul tried to do.  I thank my God.  That’s what Jesus always did.  Live in the light.
The second half of the reading from Ecclesiastes talks about this.  It’s not just that there is a time for good and a time for bad, a time to be born and a time to die, and so on.  It’s not that we just have to accept the times as they come and grit your teeth and get thru it.  It’s that there is purpose in this cycle. The writer from Ecclesiastes says, God has done this for a purpose as verse 11 says.  God has put a sense of past and future into our minds.  Remembering the good gets us thru the bad.  Looking for and hoping for the positive future drives us thru challenging times.  God wants us to understand that life goes on and whatever happens God is with us.  Good or bad God is with us.  God wants us to be happy and to find joy in life.  This scripture is where the phrase “eat, drink and be merry” comes from, although it has been misunderstood.  As verse 13 says, “it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure … in all their toil.”  Notice it’s not just be merry but – be happy in your work.  Find something useful to do and that will enhance your joy, that will lead you where you need to go.  That purpose will take you thru the difficult times and lead you to God’s goodness planned for you.     I really do think God wants us to be happy and to help others to find joy.  We find that joy in the presence and love of God with us.   And in the way we walk with others along the journey.
Now this is not saying – ignore the negative things in the world and find false happiness.  This is not saying pretend everything is fine in the world.  I can not truly find joy if others are in distress.  Rather this is saying find ways to lift others up.  Find ways of bringing joy and goodness to the world – especially to those in need.  That’s where I started this sermon.  That’s where Paul started his letter “I thank my God” for you.  It is in community and connection that we find God’s love in action.  Together we are better than alone.  We share our burdens and our blessings.  We carry each other and care for the world.  Help others.  Improve the world.  Look to the light.  And be blessed.
I am not silly enough to think that I will not have more dark days, that I will not cry again about the loss of my sister, especially when I hold her grandbaby for the first time.  I am not suggesting that you will be happy and care free and positive all the time.  That is not what God is asking of us.  God recognizes as we do, that there are good times and bad times – a time to weep and a time to laugh.  But God encourages that in all of those times we recognize God with us.  If you are joyous and blessed, then thank God and share the wealth.  If you are stressed and distressed, know that God holds you and offers comfort.  But also know that there is someone just down the pew, or just down the street, who will hold you and help you as well.  We are called to love one another, and there is no limit to that loving.  It isn’t just take care of your family or your circle of friends.  We are to love others as God loves us.  Love the world.  Further that loving is not meant to be another burden, it is meant to be another beautiful blessing.  We love because we have been loved and it overflows in goodness in the world.   We are able to share the grace of God, to shine the light of Jesus, to breathe the love of the Spirit.  By this gift we live in that grace, light and love and we are blessed.  Thanks be to God.  
Ecclesiastes 3:1-15

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven:

a time to be born and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to pluck up what is planted;

a time to kill and a time to heal; a time to break down and a time to build up;

a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance;
a time to throw away stones and a time to gather stones together;

a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing;

a time to seek and a time to lose; a time to keep and a time to throw away;

a time to tear and a time to sew; a time to keep silent and a time to speak;

a time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and a time for peace.
What gain have the workers from their toil?  I have seen the business that God has given to everyone to be busy with.  He has made everything suitable for its time; moreover, he has put a sense of past and future into their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.  I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; moreover, it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil. I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it nor anything taken from it; God has done this so that all should stand in awe before him. That which is already has been, that which is to be already is, and God seeks out what has gone by.
Philippians 1:2-11

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

I thank my God for every remembrance of you, always in every one of my prayers for all of you, praying with joy for your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work in you will continue to complete it until the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because I hold you in my heart, for all of you are my partners in God’s grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the tender affection of Christ Jesus. And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what really matters, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.
The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God.
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