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Introduction to Scripture


The problem, the immediate problem, was that Paul was in prison. Imprisonment was not infrequent for Paul the Apostle, and the Acts of the Apostles mentions at least three such occasions. To worsen matters, it appears that Paul was awaiting trial on a capital charge – he may soon be on trial for his life. And yet, this is Paul’s most joyous letter.

-------


The problem, in hindsight, was identifying the problem.


The problem, she said late last fall, was the blow dryer, specifically, that it neither blew nor dried. Not in our bathroom, not in the kids’ bathroom. In fact, she complained, she had to dry her hair in the living room.


So the problem was not with the blow dryer, which was fully functional everywhere but in the bathrooms. The problem, it seemed, was with the electrical sockets in the bathrooms.


But perhaps the deeper problem was my failure to connect the dots to the events of the previous day.


Then, it seemed the problem was that of the contents of the recycling bin somehow being scattered all over the garage floor. Which was a bit of a mystery, because the previous evening one of the girls had come in through the basement door and said that there was a raccoon in the garage. I had gone out to the garage, seen nothing unusual, and then closed the garage door.


And yet, the next morning, the contents of the recyclable bin had been all over the garage floor. Strange.


A few hours later, I decided it was time to make a dump run, to get rid of those pesky recyclables. So first to go were the plastics; then the bottles and cans, and finally, the stacked newspapers. Uh oh, I said to myself, drawing in my breath with a strangled gasp – there was something alive back there, tucked in behind those old newspapers. Something that was not, I saw, a raccoon. Something that was furry and black with a long white stripe down its back. Something that had evidently decided to find a refuge against the coming winter right there.


I had never come face to tail with a skunk before, but I knew about skunks. I knew all about their defense mechanism; having had a dog in my youth that came home after an unfortunate encounter with one of this fellow’s distant relations, I knew about long baths scrubbing with tomato juice to try to get the stink out, which was only a partial solution at best. So of course, I immediately knew the proper response to this situation – run and don’t look back!


Except – except our 8th Grade daughter was watching this whole thing – from a safe distance. So, I figured retreat was not really an option; going away and pretending that it would all sort itself out was just not going to work; an example had to be set. 

The problem, it seemed, was that of courage, or the lack thereof. But glancing over my shoulder at my daughter, who was watching expectantly, seemingly sure her old dad would get this done somehow, I knew I had to suck it up. With my impressionable daughter as a witness, it was time to man-up!
Plan A was to use a long-handled rake to pull the newspapers away from the wall, exposing Pepe LePew to the harsh light of day, and thus prompting him, I supposed, to exit the garage. Plan A went swimmingly – the newspaper came away from the wall, the skunk got into gear, I triumphantly exclaimed “Mission Accomplished!” – and then instead of breaking for the outside world, my four-legged friend with the fluffy tail of mass destruction ran behind the fridge. 

And so onto Plan B, another stroke of genius – attaching a high-power nozzle to the garden hose, I would spray behind the fridge, forcing him out from a distance. Plan B succeeded magnificently – after a few minutes of bombardment, the soggy critter slunk out from behind the fridge, made a beeline for the open garage door, and morosely trundled into the woods, resigned to searching for a more congenial den in which to hibernate the winter away.


So what, you might ask, does the tale of the Great White Hunter of East Sandwich have to do with that blow dryer problem? Well, in soaking the skunk, I had unknowingly soaked the power strip into which the refrigerator was plugged, which had caused the circuit breaker to trip, which was the same circuit that was connected to all the bathroom outlets throughout the house. Replace the power strip, reset the circuit breaker, and the world, or at least our bathrooms’ portion of it, was safe for hair styling once again.


In looking back on all this, it is clear to me that the central problem was one of courage. Everything else – the electrical detective-work, the planning, the use of rake and hose – everything else was quite manageable. The real trick was screwing up the courage to face the challenge.


And yet this challenge was really quite laughable, which is why I chose it for our talk today. You have faced, and are facing, and will face, challenges that are far more serious than chasing a skunk out of the garage. It takes courage to deal with the diagnosis of a serious disease or illness, courage to take on a regime of chemotherapy or the painful work of physical rehabilitation after a hip replacement or shoulder surgery, courage to face life after the death of a spouse or a child, courage to face the necessary decision to turn your back on an addiction to alcohol or narcotics, courage to say “no” to abuse and walk away from an abusive relationship.  It takes courage to publicly advocate for justice or peace. It took courage for Henry Jacob and the other founders of this church, knowing that they were facing imprisonment and confiscation of all their property, to respond to God’s call to start the first congregational church. It took courage for John Lothrop and his infant church to risk the stormy Atlantic to make a new home here. It took courage for the founders of this country to take on England, then the mightiest nation in the world. And yes, to bring it home to each one of us, it takes courage to face your own mortality, courage to live in the light of the knowledge that you will die.


Paul, in prison and awaiting trial on a capital charge, is facing his own death. And yet, even while facing the real possibility of the end of his life, he exhibits courage, exudes confidence, even rejoices. In life, he has his mission, to be Christ’s messenger to the church at Philippi, to help them and guide them on their way. But in death, he will be with Jesus Christ, sharing in his resurrection and eternal life. It is, for Paul, a win-win situation, even in prison. This is how he puts it in a contemporary translation: “As long as I am alive in this body, there is good work for me to do. If I had to choose right now, I hardly know which I’d choose. Hard choice! The desire to break camp here and be with Christ is powerful. Some days I can think of nothing better. But most days, because of what you are going through, I am sure that it’s better for me to stick it out here. So I plan to be around awhile, companion to you as your growth and joy in this life of trusting God continues.” (The Message, p.2137).


Paul’s ultimate source of courage – and our ultimate source of courage as well – is faith in Jesus Christ and the resurrection that was his and is promised to us as well. Because we can trust that nothing, not life’s challenges, not suffering, not pain, not even death, can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus, we too can face with boldness all that may come our way. 


So let me close as Paul beings to a close his letter to the Philippians: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Amen.

