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Part of the work of the best religions, Christianity in particular, is equipping people to respond well in all circumstances.  “[R]ejoice always, again I say rejoice” Paul writes in his letter to the Philippians (4.4).  This is, ironically, written in midst of serious personal hardship as we learn from subsequent verses in chapter 4:   “in any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”   Linguistically in the Greek “joy” and “thanksgiving” have the same root.  Of interest is that the word we translate as “communion” is also a part of this linguistic family tree.  Joy and Thanksgiving and Communion are all inter-related.

It is Thanksgiving weekend.  For some this an easy and glorious time.  There will be lots of joy and thanksgiving and communion.   Wonderful.  Blessings be upon you fortunate ones and may you be generous in your abundance!  Others, however, are entering Thanksgiving mindful of losses, mindful of health concerns, mindful of loneliness.   Learning how to be joyful / thankful in all circumstances isn’t always easy.  How do we find joy when there is sorrow?  How do we find thanksgiving when there is no one with whom to commune?  How do learn to find “lasting happiness in a changing world” (see footnote one for this quote).  Let me share insights I have gathered from two spiritual masters who have suffered and yet exude peace.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu and His Holiness the Dali Lama recently collaborated in the creation of The Book of Joy
.  Two great spiritual leaders from two great faith traditions got together to discuss suffering and joy; themes present in Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  The eight pillars upon which they elaborate are helpful in balancing sorrow and joy; grief and thanksgiving.  This bit of wisdom may be something for you or for people whom you love.   Let me summarize the eight pillars of joy.  
1. Perspective:  There are many different angels along the way, the Archbishop noted (194).  Divine messengers, angels, often assist us when times are dire; we must learn to sensitize ourselves for this Divine aid.  The two agreed that a trauma can lead to growth, and learning, but this takes perspective (196-197).  The Dali Lama noted that the upside to being exiled from Tibet is that he has gained the whole world as his home.  Perspective.  Perspective leads us to Thanksgiving.

2. Humility:  The Archbishop and the Dali Lama suggest the route of humility.  None of us is entitled to the “good life” whatever that may be.  Life happens and sometimes we find ourselves on the wrong side of Apartheid or a communist revolution.  Sometimes we find ourselves beneficiaries of colonialism or fantastic parenting or a helpful investor—circumstances beneficial to upward mobility over which we had no control.  We are not the sum of our successes or the sum of our failures.  We do well to live with humility.  Humility leads us to Thanksgiving.
3. Laughter:   “Joking is much better” our contemporary masters say, and this church likes an appropriate joke.  It is good to laugh at ourselves and our circumstances.  It is one reason I love people making “sput” of their lives or even of me.  It is all good!  If we can laugh together odds are we can cry together.  Laughter is a route to Thanksgiving.
4. Acceptance:  acceptance is the only place mental change can begin.   Accept the situation and be willing to change.  We have our lot:  impoverished, affluent, relationship challenged, gay or straight, immigrant or resident.   In a paraphrase, we take our life situation, accept we are still alive, and go from there.  Acceptance leads to Thanksgiving.
5. Forgiveness:  we must free ourselves from the past.  The alternative is a prison.  True for the black Archbishop of South Africa and true for the Dalia Lama in relation to China and true for Paul in relation to the Roman Empire. It is true for us all.  We either choose to forgive people and systems or be held in bondage to our victimhood indefinitely.  Forgiveness leads to Thanksgiving.
6. Gratitude: “I am fortunate to be alive”.  Both the Dali Lama and the Archbishop noted that being alive is better than the alternative.  We awoke this morning.  It was a beautiful morning at that.  Surely there is sorrow this day, but the spiritual masters suggest that today is better than no day.  
7. Compassion:  learning to identify with the pain of others, even those responsible for causing us pain, contributes to our joy.

8. Generosity:  giving of ourselves and our resources actually brings joy.

A case study of these pillars being applied comes from the back story to the hymn we will sing as a response to the sermon.  When you open your HWB to #86 you will find that Martin Rinckart wrote this marvelous hymn in 1636, which places the time frame in the heart of the Thirty Years War raging in Germany.  At the time of his writing this text Martin was a pastor in the walled city of Eilenburg; being a walled city it is where refugees fled when the fighting got close.  Things were bad in 1636 when he penned these words as a table grace for his family,
 but it got worse the next year.  “The overcrowded city succumbed to the plague in 1637, and thousands died, including his wife.  Since he was the only clergyman remaining in the city, he conducted more than four thousand funerals that year, sometimes forty or fifty a day”.
  Personally, two or three funerals a week wears me out; it is hard to conceive forty or fifty a day.  Can you imagine returning home after presiding at forty funerals and gathering with the kids at the table, and only the kids because mother had died, and praying over the food:  “now thank we all our God with hearts and hands and voices, who wondrous things has done, in whom this world rejoices, who, from our mother’s arms, has blessed us on our way with countless gifts of love, and still is ours today”?    I have always known this as a Thanksgiving hymn, and now there are richer textures to it.
  
There is an art and a discipline to becoming a joy filled, thankful people.  For me, this spiritual practice is linked to the presence, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  My hope is that the story of Jesus Christ and the words of Paul might dwell within us deeply.  This in itself might generate thankfulness within us.  I believe the eight pillars of joyfulness point us in that direction be we living in plenty or in want.  May generosity and justice spring forth from the grace we have received and continue to receive.  Amen.
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