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      Lent 3
What to do when you don’t know what to do:
look for joys that refresh your spirit
[Lamentations 3:22-23; Philippians 4:4-9; Mark 14:1-11 NLT]

In the beginning…

Randy Petersen is a freelance writer

who admits that he has been confused much of his life.

In fact, one of the 20 books he has written


is entitled I’m so confused.

In that book, he devotes one chapter to his great aunt –

a relative who apparently knows how to deal with confusion.
Listen to this excerpt from that chapter:
The letter was from a great aunt, a cheerful soul who tried to find the silver lining in every cloud.  This was her Christmas letter – the annual update on her life – only it was now mid-March.

“I was already behind in sending out cards,” she wrote, “and then I got hit by a truck.  I guess that gave me a good excuse to be late with the cards.”

“It was a good thing I was in the hospital recovering from the accident, because then I came down with pneumonia, and they could treat it right away.  And of course I wasn’t home when we had that little fire at our house.  That was fortunate, because it ruined the master bedroom, where I would have been if I weren’t in intensive care.  Well, we’ve been meaning to redecorate that room anyway.”

The author then adds these comments:

My aunt was not making this up.  She had a way of making the worst events sound like minor inconveniences.

There are some people who go through life frowning.  Nothing is ever quite right.  Everybody is a jerk.  Everything that happens is bad.

And then there are people like my great aunt.  Maybe she was a bit batty, but I imagine she had a more enjoyable life than most of the nonstop cynics I know.


When life got crazy, she looked for the good stuff.

When life gets crazy, look for the good stuff.
Now there’s an idea…


there’s something you and I can do


when we don’t know what to do.

But how – where – can we look for the good stuff?

A letter – this one from a great “uncle”, not a great aunt – 
provides some clues.
This letter was written from the slammer…

written by a man sent there on trumped-up charges.

His absence had created a leadership vacuum.

The power struggles that ensued

threatened the organization 

that he had helped to build with his blood, sweat, tears.

And there was nothing he could do about it.

What a bummer!

Yet this guy’s letter is so upbeat!

Time and again, he mentions how happy he is.

He even tells his readers to put smiles on their faces.

Do everything without complaining, he writes [Philippians 2:14]
Whatever happens…rejoice [Philippians 3:1]
This prisoner – we don’t know his number, only his name…

this prisoner known to us as Paul



not only tells us,



he also shows us





what to do when life gets crazy.

In his letter to the Philippians, 

Paul shares where we can look for the good stuff.

Look for the good stuff
1) …in others (what they are doing)
First of all, look for the good stuff 

as you look at other people…

and what they are doing.
Isn’t that what Paul did?
The jail cell was dank and dark,


but the prisoner could see.

Paul could see the differences among the readers of his letter.

He even appealed for greater unity.

But, in the same letter,


he also celebrated the unity they did enjoy.

He tells them of his own joy


because you have been my partners [Philippians 1:5]
In spite of the problems,

he emphasizes that we are in this struggle together  [Philippians 1:30]

Look at this church

and you can see some differences too.
We are a diverse lot.

We come from different classes in society.

We have different political views;


in fact, both ends of the political spectrum are represented at Risen Christ.

We have different interpretations of some Bible passages.
And, perhaps most dangerous of all,

we like different kinds of music..



we have different worship styles.

From what I know,


we should be at each other’s throats…



tearing each other – and this church – apart.

But we are not.

We still see ourselves as partners…

brothers and sisters in God’s family

who are in this struggle called life together.

We enjoy a unity in spite of our diversity.

Look, folks, that’s good stuff.

That should put a smile on our faces.

A prisoner named Paul smiled

when he looked at others



and saw their unity in diversity.
He also smiled when he saw their concern in a crisis.

Paul, it seemed, lived from crisis to crisis.

And the Philippians, it seemed, helped him in every crisis.

Listen to what he writes to his readers:
You Philippians were the only ones who gave me financial help when I first brought 

you the Good News. [Philippians 4:15]
You sent help more than once. [Philippians 4:16]
How I praise the Lord that you are concerned about me again. [Philippians 4:10]
I will continue to rejoice, for I know that you pray for me [Philippians 1:18-19]
That’s what Paul said so long ago.

That’s what Karen and I could say today.

At the beginning of the year,

Karen read our horoscopes according to the Chinese calendar.

This year of the pig did not look good 

for oxes like Karen and monkeys like me.
We laughed at the time,

but today we’re almost crying.

In the first two months of this year,

a serious illness and serious abuse at work 


have threatened to sap our strength and stifle our spirits.

We did not – like Paul – write a letter 

informing the whole wide world of our crises.

We only told a few.

But we – like Paul – have experienced 

the same care and concern he did in his crises.

You called.

You sent cards and letters.
You took us out to lunch.

You advised – you aided – us.

Why am I telling you this?
I submit that,


if you are willing to share your crisis with others in this church,



others in this church will share their concern for you.

You will find people who listen to you…


people who pray for you



(in fact, 10 times the number Jesus said were needed for God to listen 

will pray for you).

You will also find people who sit with you…


people who let you sit in their car as they drive you around…



people who let you sit your home as they deliver food to you.

You will find – as Karen and I have –


that you are not alone…



that we all are in this struggle called life together.

One question…

As we around look for the good stuff,


do we see the good stuff that others are doing?

As we look for that good stuff then,

we also may want to listen to some of the stuff we are saying.

You see, one phrase seems to be disappearing 

from what linguists call our “productive vocabulary”.

One phrase seems to be vanishing from the language you and I use every day.

That phrase is “thank you”.

Folks, if we are failing to say “thank you”,

we also may be failing to see…



see the good stuff that others are doing in our lives.

Remember Jesus:

Even In those tense final hours before his death,


he did not fail to see…



he did not fail to say “thank you”.

Of the young woman who emptied a bottle of perfume on his hair,


Jesus said:



She has done a beautiful thing for me. [Mark 14:6 NIV]

2) …in ourselves (what is going on)

Look around for the good stuff 

as you look at other people…

and what they are doing.

Then look for the good stuff


as you look at yourself…



and what you are doing.

Again, isn’t that what Paul did?

Even though Paul is in a heap of trouble,

he looks at what is going on in his life…



and he smiles.

He tells his readers that he rejoices because

he is one of the partners in spreading the Good News about Christ  [Philippians 1:5]
He is delighted because he knows


that everything that has happened to me here has helped to spread the Good News 

[Philippians 1:12]
If Paul could look at what is going in our lives today,

I suspect that we would laugh –



not because what we are doing is such a joke,




but because what we are doing is a source of joy.

This year marks the 25th anniversary of this church.

One year ago – during our 24th year –


“Chinese in the Twin Cities” meant two people: Karen and Carmen.
Today, though, we know it means two maahn –


that’s Chinglish for 20,000 people.

Pastor Stephen tells me that


-- during the past year –


more and more of us have become involved in this ministry.
More and more of us are praying for the Chinese…

befriending the Chinese…



helping the Chinese adapt to life here…




helping the Chinese get acquainted with the Lord of life.

Make no mistake about it:

this ministry has been a challenge for all of us.

We sometimes don’t know which end is up.

We often don’t make ends meet.

But…


but make no mistake about this either:



we – like Paul – have become partners in spreading the Good News of Christ.

And – as Paul has said –

everything that has happened to (us) here has helped to spread the Good News.

Look, folks, this is good stuff.

And if you are – in any way – involved in this ministry,

that should put a smile on your face.

It still may seem ludicrous, though,

that such a small church in a remote suburb


would launch such a big ministry in the metro area.

What can I say?

Perhaps what author John Ortberg has written:


“If you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the boat”.

Ortberg was thinking of Simon Peter when he wrote those words.

Many people criticized Peter for taking a step out of the boat…

and trying to walk on water.

But Ortberg commends him.

After all, Peter was the only disciple who dared to take a chance.

We took a risk when we launched our ministry to Chinese in the Twin Cities.

And we were the only one 

– in our district, perhaps even in our denomination --


that took such a risk.
Again, I think this would make Paul laugh.

How do I know?

Listen to what he writes about a colleague named Epaphroditus.

Paul tells his readers:

Welcome him with Christian love, and with great joy, and give him the honor that people like him deserve.  For he risked his life for the work of Christ. [Philippians 2:29]
3) …in God (what Jesus has done)
Look for the good stuff


as you look around…


at others as well as at yourself.
But, above all, look for the good stuff


as you look up…



as you look at what God has done  --



just as Paul did long ago.

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul makes this claim:

We rely on what Christ Jesus has done for us [Philippians 3:3]
This, I submit, was the prisoner’s secret –

why he could smile in the slammer…



how he could be content in every situation…

even when life gets crazy.

He never took his eyes off Jesus.
He always looked at the good stuff Jesus had done for him.

And he tells us to rejoice in the Lord  [Philippians 4:4]
Rely on what Jesus has done…and rejoice?
How does that work?

I live with a teenager every day.

I teach a class of teenagers every week.

I regularly hear how “mean” everyone is:


parents are mean; teachers are mean; classmates are mean.

Of course, I’ve also heard adults mention “mean” people.

the boss is mean; the clerks are mean; the customers are mean; the kids are man.

“Everyone is so mean!”

What can you do?

Look up, my friend;


look up to Jesus…and see the good stuff he has done.

He sacrificed everything for you.

Why would he ever want to be mean to you?

He’ll love you – as he loved his first followers – to the very end.

Yes, everyone can be so mean to us;


but we also can be quite mean to ourselves.

We didn’t get into the university


-- we didn’t get the job --



that we wanted.
We didn’t make the marriage work;


we couldn’t get the kids to go straight.

We became attached to our desk at the office;


we became addicted to drinks at the bar.

So many mistakes!

How can I ever forgive myself?

How can I ever forget…and move on?

Look up, my friend;


look up to Jesus…and see the good stuff he has done.

What do you think he was doing there on the cross?

Trying to get people to feel sorry for himself?
No! he was helping people who feel sorry for themselves.
He was paying for your mistakes and mine – all of them.

He suffered and died so that we could be forgiven –


so that God could forgive us…



so that we could forgive ourselves.

People can be mean to us;


we can be mean to ourselves;



and, sometimes, doesn’t it seem that even God is mean to us?
Why did he get the promotion…and not me?
Why do I have cancer…and not her?

Why can’t I be lucky in love…just once?

Life seems so unfair!

Look up, my friend;


look up to Jesus…and see the good stuff he has done.

Talk about injustice!

We did the crime; Jesus did the time.

He took the wrap for all of our wrongs.

Oh, my goodness!  

God executed an innocent man!
But Jesus got over such injustice.

And he got over it, so you and I could get through it.
Jesus rose from the dead…then rose into heaven.

He went on to prepare a better place for us --


a place where justice will finally be served…



a place where anything that even smacks of pain will be off the menu.
Look, my friend; look up to Jesus…and that place.

See that there are no more birth defects or death certificates…
no more cancer, coronaries or crippling strokes.

Look, folks, this is all good stuff.

That should put a smile on our faces.

Rely on what Jesus has done…and rejoice!

At the end…


Many linguists claim that the words “happenings” and “happiness” are related;


they contend that both are derived from the same root word.

Happenings and happiness certainly seem to be related in our lives, don’t they?
We often let the happenings of our lives determine our happiness.

Unfortunately, this leads to what has been called a “jack-in-the-box” existence.
When the pressure is on, we are down and out.

But when the pressure is off, we are up and bouncing around.

This morning, a prisoner named Paul tells us 

that we have another option.

He shows us that we can be happy in spite of what happens.

Elizabeth Brown has written a book 


in which she tells how she coped 

with the tragic death of her seven year old daughter.

In that book, entitled The Joy Choice, 


she claims that we can choose to be mad, sad or glad.
That prisoner named Paul would agree.

He would add, though, 


that our happiness depends on where we choose to look.

Look at others…

look at yourself…



above all, look at Jesus –




and look for the good stuff!
	On 11 March 2007, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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