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“Rejoice- How? 
Rev. Deb Kunkel 

Isaiah 25:1-9, Philippians 4:1-9 
 

Every few years there comes along a song that seems to just take over the airwaves.  More 
than then top hiton the Billboard Top 40, it’s a song that cuts across genre preferences and 
platforms, seemingly everywhere you go.  In 2014 that song was Pharrell Williams’  “Happy”. 
You may still recall it-   It’s chorus declared “Because I’m Happy” and inviting you to “Clap 
along if you know what happiness is to you,”.   Written for the Soundtrack of “Despicable 2” it 
was irresistible.  The video for the song has been viewed over one billion times. It depicts 
Pharrell dancing down streets, in stores, churches, on playgrounds, and more with people 
joining him throughout.  It inspired people worldwide to film their owncovers dancing in 
their hometowns to the tune called “Pharrell Williams—Happy -We are From “ filling in 
where they were from- over 1,500 that year alone.  When Pharrell performed it at the 
Oscars, he got stars such as Meryl Streep to stand up and dance with him.  There was just 
something about the tune that inspired one to be – well happy. 

Maybe we need to start playing that song again. But I wonder if it would sound as catchy or 
spread as fast today as it did then. For not many people would say that they are going around 
today happy all the time wanting to dance down the street. Normally I would have said the 
song was infectious, but that has a different sound in the midst of a pandemic where now 
almost a quarter of a million have lost their lives in the last 8 months in this country alone.  
Many are holding their breath until November 3, yet realize there are deep, hostile, partisan 
divisions in this country that are worsening and will continue to do so no matter the results 
without something drastically changing. Both wearing or not wearing a mask spark spewing 
of rage at each other in public, even degenerating into fist fights or worse.Protests and the 
reactions to those protests have revealed the scourge that racism in our country that still 
exists. Millions of people are out of work, businesses have closed, and others are struggling 
to economically survive.Even nature seems angry with wildfires burning on the West Coast 
and Hurricanes battering the upper Gulf Coast. There are a lot less people in 2020 who 
would be inclined to spontaneously jump up and start dancing in joy.  

In the midst of this,  I wonder then how do the words from Paul’s letter to the Philippians 
that we read a few moments ago sound?  Rejoice, he says, and then repeats “again I will say 
Rejoice”.  I know my immediate response as I read them the first time for this sermon.  
“How?” How do we rejoice when all this is going on? 

That might have been the same initial response the people in Philippi had when they first 
received Paul’s letter to them. Rejoice Paul? How?  Don’t you know what’s going on here? 
We’re occupied by the Romans, forced to follow their laws, and support them with our taxes. 
And you, our founder, are in prison in Ephesus- you do know that’s where you are writing 
from don’t you?  And that it is possible that you will be imprisoned for life, or worse? We are 
worried that we might be next, arrested for going against the Emperor by declaring that 
Christ is Lord. And then there are our church leaders Euodia and Syntyche who are fighting- 
factions are forming and it may tear us apart.  Rejoice?  How?  
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Given the situation, it might be surprising to that many scholars consider Philippians Paul’s 
most “joyous” letter. In four short chapters Paul uses the words rejoice or joy 15 times.  So is 
Paul in denial, closing his eyes to what is happening? Or has Paul been attending seminars 
on of positive thinking, that are espousing if only one thinks positive thoughts, then you will 
attract only positive events, only good things will happen, or that there is a different 
spiritual plane that we can reach where nothing that happens “here” really matters, only 
what happens on that plane? 

None of those appear to be the case. In this letter and others Paul is incredibly open that 
there is pain and suffering, even his own.  He writes in this letter of how he longs to be with 
them at Philippi instead of in prison.  He tells of how he knows that may not happen.  And 
yet, he can still rejoice.  

For rejoicing for Paul isn’t about merely being happy. In his commentary on this passage 
Eugene Peterson describes the source of Paul's joy as being Jesus, more importantly what his 
relationship and understanding of who Jesus is means to him.  "Christ is, among much else, 
the revelation that God cannot be contained or hoarded. It is this 'spilling out' quality of 
Christ's life that accounts for the happiness of Christians, for joy is life in excess, the overflow 
of what cannot be contained within any one person.”  Paul centers his rejoicing on his 
knowledge of the love God has for him and more broadly for all people, and his faith that 
even now, God is working in ways that we cannot fathom to bring about good as God desires. 

We are called to rejoice in the midst of struggles – but not as some quick psychological or 
political cure-all.   Rejoicing isn’t about whistling in the wind or denying that something is 
happening.  Rejoicing allows us to tell a new story, have a new experience in the middle of 
pain, suffering even injustice, and using THAT as the bases of seeking to transform it, 
reminding ourselves and others that despair does not and will not have the last word.  
Rejoicing can be thought of as being happy, but it is also about taking heart, having courage, 
even when there seems little to be happening in that moment to such a response.  

I believe that Diana Butler Bass’ explanation of what gratitude is and isn’t from her book 
“Grateful” can also be applied to rejoicing. After all, being grateful is part of the basis for true 
rejoicing. Accordingly, then to rejoice in difficult times isn’t to deny that there is struggle or 
just to accept that we might as well rejoice because there is nothing we can do about it 
anyway. It is being able to say that “I am still here” directly into that despair and pain. 
Rejoicing is an act of defiance, one that burrows under injustice and evil, to crack and 
remove the foundations that fortify them- excavating the fears, the anger, the greed and 
resentments and replacing them with hope. Rejoicing defies anger by offering joy and 
kindness, welcome and community to dispel isolation and division.  

That is the message we declare each Easter. And sometimes I think I forget that. I forget to 
carry Easter all the way through the year with me. I forget that I am part of a community of 
people who declare that while Jesus did suffer and die on Friday, resurrection, however that 
is to be understood, still happened on Sunday.  However you understand resurrection, part 
of rejoicing is declaring, that even when we can’t see it, when we have no idea when or how it 
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will occur, that day is coming when God will show us how to experience the new life and light 
that resurrection will bring.   

Karl Barth referred to joy as a “continual defiant Nevertheless”.  Not a dismal of what is 
happening or of feelings. Not a diminishing of what may be the situation or minimizing the 
impact.  But an acknowledgement that joy can and does happen  

Denying that something is going on or trying to force oneself to be happy actually reduces 
the power of rejoicing. For only by facing what is going on, that hey, this is not where I really 
would want to be, I would rather be meeting my friends for lunch each day or in church 
greeting people with a hug, can rejoicing become possible.  Then I can use that defiant 
nevertheless, I am glad that we have still have the ability to worship together in this way, to 
meet together over Zoom or Facetime, to find ways to continue those connections and 
relationships.  

For Paul it was I am in prison, nevertheless I will rejoice.  He writes to the church of Philippi, 
I wish I were with you; nevertheless I can still rejoice that you are together.  Two of your 
leaders are in conflict;nevertheless, you can still rejoice that you are a community who can 
love them and try to help them resolve this.Rejoicing reminds us that no matter what is 
going on in our lives, no matter if we feel we have fallen short, failed, or even fee 
underserving, God still rejoices in our mere existence, as Paul does in the church at Philippi.  

There is one more important piece to the answer of  “How? that isn’t readily evident in our 
English translations of Paul’s letter.  For in the original Greek, when Paul tells the church at 
Philippi to “rejoice”, he is using the plural form- they are to do it together.  It is as part of 
theircommunity, even when he is hundreds of miles away from them in prison, that he is 
able to rejoice. And it is together, even as there is conflict among some of them, that they too 
can rejoice. That God’s Spirit unites them even when apart.  And that God’s Spirit will be with 
them, helping them through, holding them in comfort in grief, and offeringthem hope and 
purpose especially when they need it the most. 

How do we live in that Spirit?  Author Mary Jo Leddy offers ten “habits of being that can help 
us live with spirit . . . in a dispirited time and place.” She offers them not be be taken at once, 
but to develop one at a time, starting with the one or two that you feel drawn to at the 
moment.   I offer them here for you to contemplate on which one will help you answer the 
question Rejoice how? 

 1) Begin before you are ready.  Even small steps about small things.  

 2) Practice rejoicing in prayers, reflections, chants, and meditations.  Bring not only  
  your worries and fears, but also try finding things to say you rejoice over, even 
  if you only say the words without meaning 

 3) Gather with “like-spirited” people.  Not necessarily like-minded in that you all  
  agree. But like spirited, those who are looking for joy even as they deal   
  realistically with struggles.  
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 4) Live more simply. Let go of anything that isn’t necessary- worries, activities,  
  resources. 

 5) Look for good examples of grateful people in your life and from history. Learn from 
  them.  

 6) Think with your heart. Trust your feelings and your longings for a better way of  
  life.  

 7)See differently. Develop “soft eyes.” 

 8) Be connected to a longer wisdom tradition, one that helps you understand the  
  spiritual insights of the past. 

 9) Find a beloved community, a neighborhood or worship gathering, and be part of it,  
  really part of it. 

 10) “Contemplate the face of the world.” Do not turn away from the world, turn  
  toward it. Let rejoicing allow you to face what is disturbing or wrong, then  
  overcome it.  

Or how I would summarize it: look at the world through God’s eyes. One that sees the pain, 
the injustice, and all that can move someone to grief and despair.  Then as God does, 
embrace that pain by wrapping it in love, and begin to also see where there is good, acts of 
love and justice, places of beauty, people of justice and love all evident of the abundance God’ 
provides. And then maybe, just maybe, we might begin to rejoice that those are also present 
and invite others to do the same.  

Amen.  

 


