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Acts 1:15-17,21-26, Psalm 1, 1 John 5:9-13, John 17:6-19

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Laughter can be part of joy.  Consider this groaner.  A woman was trimming her lawn with a weed whacker and accidentally cut off the tail of her cat who was hiding in the grass.  She rushed her cat along with the tail over to Walmart.


Why Walmart?


Walmart is the largest retailer in the world!


“I speak these things in the world so that they may have my joy made complete in themselves,” declares Jesus in today’s gospel from John.  Which leads me to ask what brings me joy?   And more importantly what brings you joy?  That is not a rhetorical question, what bring you joy? .... Great answers, I suspect for most of us what brings us joy has changed over time.  When I was a little girl, spending time with my grandparents brought me joy.   When I was a young mother, having children brought me joy.... not the process of birthing them, but the trust of God in giving Tom and I a child to raise.  Now I could name times, many of them preaching, teaching and pastoring with you that have brought me intense joy.  I’ve also noticed that joy is not an emotion, it is an underlying state of being and for me it includes a sense of connection with God the creator, redeemer and restorer of the universe.   I can be sad and still have joy.  I can be frustrated and still possess joy.  And I can be happy and find joy underneath that.  


The scene in John’s gospel today actually occurs before Easter.  It has been called Jesus’s Priestly Prayer.  The disciples are in the upper room and have just finished the Passover meal and Jesus is thinking about the crucifixion which will occur within the next 24 hours.  He knows he is about to leave his disciples alone in the world, and he goes before God to intercede for them, to pray for them.


In that prayer he asks God to protect the disciples, and prays a blessing over them that “they may have my joy made complete in themselves.”  The Greek word Chara used here and translated as joy doesn’t mean joy like one would experience in simple things.  It means exultation, awesome happiness.  On a scale of 1-10 with 10 being best, Jesus is blessing his disciples with joy as an 11 or 12.  In addition, the word for joy used in this passage carries the connotation of peace and the possibility of answered prayer. I don’t know about you, but this sounds really good to me.  But with all the demands on our time and the busyness of our lives particularly right now with the end of school, the end of spring sports, planning of vacations, and graduations, how can we begin to claim that blessing that Jesus promises, that inheritance of complete joy?


The first way I’d like to suggest is not being so hard on ourselves.  Let me give you an example of what I mean.  Particularly when I was in seminary but also when I was teaching, I noticed that when papers or exams were handed back, my students and I had the tendency to discuss what we had done wrong, not what we had done right.  I believe that is a very human tendency.  One that we all do.  But the fact is that in focusing on our flaws we sometimes miss the larger context of the joy we are providing.  This delightful often-used parable from India captures the essence of what I am try to convey.


A water bearer in India had two large jars, each hung on each end of a pole which he carried across his neck.  One of the jars had a crack in it, while the other container was perfect.  While the perfect jar always delivered a full portion of water at the end of the long walk from the stream to the master’s house, the cracked jar arrived only half full.  


For  two years, this went on daily, with the bearer delivering only one and a half jars full of water to his master’s house.  Of course, the perfect jar was proud of its accomplishments, perfect to the end for which it was made.  But the poor cracked container was ashamed of its own imperfection and miserable that it was able to accomplish only half of what it had been made to do.


After two years of what it perceived to be bitter failure, the cracked jar spoke to the water bearer one day by the stream.  “I am ashamed of myself, and I want to apologize to you.”


“Why?” said the water bearer.


“I have been able, for these past two years, to deliver only half my load because this crack in my side causes water to leak out all the way back to your master’s house.  Because of my flaws, you have to do all this work, and you don’t get full value from your efforts,” the jar replied.


The water bearer said, “As we return to the master’s house, I want you to notice the beautiful flowers along the path.”   Indeed, as they went up the hill, the old cracked jar took notice of the sun warming the beautiful wild flowers on the side of the path, and this cheered it some.  But, at the end of the trail, it still felt bad because it had leaked out half of its load and so again it apologized to the bearer for its failure.


The bearer said to the jar, “Did you notice that there were flowers only on your side of the path, but not on the other jar’s side: That’s because I have always know about your flaw, and I took advantage of it.  I planted flower seeds on your side of the path, and every day while we walk back from the stream you’ve watered them.  For two years I have been able to pick these beautiful flowers to decorate my master’s table.  Without you being just the way you are, he would not have had this beauty for his house.”


One way to begin to claim the inheritance of complete joy is to allow God to use our flaws to grace us, to water the flowers.  To not be so hard on ourselves but know that in spite of our flaws our joy can be made complete in ways we might never appreciate or see even though they are right before our eyes. 


A second way we might begin to claim the inheritance of complete joy is to realize that we have inherited eternal life.  Another way to say that might be to know that we know that we know that in the words of 1 John “God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.”  One of the ways I have found to begin to practice the joy of eternal life is to prioritize all the events of my life, all those wants and needs into salvation issues and non-salvation issues.   If I find that  event is causing what I call “internal static,” and that I am spending way too much time thinking about it, I prayerfully ask God if it is a salvation issue.   Another way of saying that might be if the event or decision is one that will make a difference in ten years or so, then I might spend more time on it.   If it is simply an inconvenience or something that is bothering me that does not have long term implications, then perhaps I should forget it or at least get perspective about its importance.    Tom’s and my decision to relocate to Norfolk from California was in the salvation issue category.  The events of a disagreement over where to take a vacation are probably not in the salvation issue category.  The keys here are prayer, asking God to show me whether it is a salvation issue or not, and then the commitment to stop obsessing about the “small stuff.”


And finally on a less serious note, we might begin to experience that joy in our lives not only by not being so hard on ourselves and by beginning to claim our inheritance of eternal life, but also by allowing ourselves to be present for, to experience the joyful surprises in our lives.    Where have we had a joyful surprise in our life recently?  Have we been so focused on the busyness of other things that we have missed the surprises? I am not talking about giant, once in a lifetime surprises, like winning the lottery, although those are great also.  I am talking about not missing the  playful, joyful occurrences of everyday life.  Perhaps a phone call from a friend that we haven’t heard from in a while or an unexpected hug from a child.  Where have we been as C.S. Lewis would say surprised by joy?


Jesus’ life, as an example, both before and after the resurrection  was full of surprises.  In fact if we wanted to go there and I’m not sure I do, the announcement of Jesus’ birth was definitely a surprise to Mary and certainly to Joseph.  What about the episode of the temple recorded in the second chapter of the Gospel of Luke when Jesus at age 12 is teaching the rabbi’s?  I don’t know how many twelve year olds you have watched lately, but I find the idea of twelve year olds teaching rabbi’s scripture to be pretty surprising.  One could pick any of the miracles that Jesus performs from changing water to wine or raising Lazarus from the dead.  And how about the resurrection and Ascension as  testimony to surprise and joy.    Can we catch God working in our lives by being present to joyful surprises of each day?   For the Bible records that our God is a divine being of surprises.


Which reminds me of a story. There was a threesome playing golf in Heaven one day.  Moses pulled up to the tee, took out his driver, and drove a long one.  The ball landed in the fairway, but bounced directly toward a water hazard.  Quickly Moses raised his club, the water parted and the ball rolled to the other side, safe and sound.


Next, Jesus strolled up to the tee with a 3 iron and hit a beauty, straight as an arrow, directly toward the same water hazard.  Instead of sinking when it hit, it merely skipped across the surface and landed on the green.


The third person got up with a sand wedge and sort of randomly whacked the ball.  It headed out over the fence and into oncoming traffic on a nearby street.  It bounced off a truck and hit a nearby tree.  From there it bounced onto the roof of a shack close by and rolled down into the gutter, down the drain spout, out onto the fairway and straight toward the aforementioned pond.  


On the way to the pond, the ball hit a little stone and bounced out over the water onto a lily pad, where it rested quietly.  Suddenly a very large bullfrog jumped onto the lily pad and snatched the ball into his mouth.  Just then an eagle swooped down and grabbed the frog and flew away.  As they passed over the green, the talons of the eagle squeezed the frog and it dropped the ball, which bounced right into the cup for a hole in one.


Moses turned to Jesus and said, “I hate playing with your Dad!”


Our inheritance is the blessing of complete joy.   We can begin to claim that joy perhaps by not being so hard on ourselves, by beginning to claim our inheritance of eternal life, and by not being so focused that we miss the joyful surprises of life.   I pray today that all of our lives may be filled with the peace that passes understanding and the complete joy of Christ so that we may be as the psalmist says, “Like trees planted by streams of water, bearing fruit in due season, with leaves that do not wither, everything they do shall prosper.”    

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

