Live By the Spirit, Part IV:  Joy and Peace

Galatians 5: 16-23

February 25, 2007


Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control:  these are the behaviors which characterize those who live by the Spirit, writes the Apostle Paul.  So, Kenny and I decided to challenge ourselves to preach a sermon series during Lent, each Sunday focusing on one of the behaviors, but – oops! – last Thursday morning we realized that we’d have to double up and focus on two behaviors each Sunday in order to conclude the series by Easter.  Strange thing is, for a reason which had nothing to do with time constraints, I had already decided to focus on both joy and peace today.  I made that decision last Wednesday night, even though the Wednesday afternoon group had discussed only joy.


See, I got home Wednesday night still mentally caught up in the group’s discussion, still thinking about the definition of “joy” which had emerged out of that discussion.  But the more I thought about their definition of the word “joy” the more another word kept niggling at me, flitting around in my head like a pesky gnat.  It was the Hebrew word Shalom, in Greek translated eirene, in English “peace.”  Till finally I got it, what the gnat was whispering, urging me to hear the definition of Shalom singing in the group’s definition of joy.

That definition of joy, the group worked hard to come up with it.  Can joy be defined as feelings of happiness and pleasure?  Well, we agreed that it might include feelings of happiness and pleasure, but the group decided that joy is something deeper, something which sometimes can be present even in suffering.  And besides, we remembered that the Apostle Paul is listing behaviors, not personal feelings or internal character traits or inward attitudes, but outward behaviors, what people who live by the Spirit do, joy a behavior.

And then, we remembered something else, that Paul was specifically addressing the internal life of a congregation, focusing on the way we should treat each other, the way we should behave toward each other in order to build community.  Obviously, Paul knew, and we certainly know it, too, how important it is for a church family to be a cohesive community – not a homogenized community in which everybody has to think alike, because that would rob us of the diversity we need for creativity – but also not a group divided into cliques arguing and competing, because that would prevent our working well together as Good News ambassadors.  So, we have to be intentional about building ourselves into a cohesive community, and, according to Paul, joy is one of the behaviors which builds that community.  But then, what is joy behavior?

Well, the Wednesday group did not try to create one definitive description of joy behavior, and that was wise, because joy behavior can be shaped in various ways.  But, whatever form it takes, the definition of joy behavior according to the group goes something like this:  it’s the energetic, enthusiastic, encouragement which sets people free to be themselves, to claim their own identity, personality, sexual orientation, their own name, the name God has given them:  beloved.  Joy behavior is the energetic, enthusiastic, encouragement which sets people free to be themselves and, within that freedom, to let loose their gifts, to be fully used within the glorious vision Jesus proclaimed, each gift of priceless worth, each gift contributing to the fulfillment of the vision.  Joy behavior may take different forms, but it’s the energetic, enthusiastic, encouragement church members give each other, setting all of us free to be ourselves and to use our gifts fully together, together living by the Spirit, a cohesive community.
And when that happens, there are indeed feelings of happiness and pleasure, aren’t there?  It feels good to be set free to be yourself in a community which cherishes that freedom for you.  It feels good to be in a community which really welcomes the real you, doesn’t just tolerate you, but respects and embraces you, energetically, enthusiastically encourages you to be you, and in that freedom, to let loose and contribute your gifts.
And doesn’t it feels good when you do that, when you use your gifts within the Jesus vision, perhaps using your gift to set someone else free to be himself or herself?  And doesn’t it feel good when the community energetically, enthusiastically encourages you to believe what you may have doubted, that you and your gifts are needed, that you and your gifts fit within the Jesus vision community?  That being needed, that fitting in, that’s what led me to think about Shalom.
See, Shalom peace has to do with things being needed, things fitting in, things made to fit together, wildly different things, wildly disparate things, even things which seem mutually exclusive.  Shalom peace has to do with the huge panoply of the divine vision, and the wide embrace of the divine arms, in which all these light and dark and smooth and jagged things together create something complete, a harmonious wholeness in which everything somehow fits, has its own place, with something to contribute that’s really needed.
Shalom:  I imagine a ball that’s like a jigsaw puzzle of interlocking pieces, each piece with its own belonging place.  No piece can be jammed into a place in which it doesn’t fit; that doesn’t work.  And if a piece is missing, well, there’s a gap which effects the whole.  In Shalom, every member of a church family has his or her own belonging place, a place that fits in.
So, Shalom peace behavior goes hand in hand with joy behavior.  Together they are the energetic, enthusiastic, encouragement which sets all of us free to be ourselves, in that freedom to let loose our gifts, each of us filling our own belonging place within the whole, and each of us really needed.  Living together in joy behavior and in peace behavior, living by the Spirit, we build a cohesive community from which Good News can come forth.
Thus come the questions each of us might ponder during this week of Lent.  One:  am I doing joy behavior, giving to everybody in this congregation the energetic, enthusiastic, encouragement that’ll set them free to be themselves?  Two:  am I doing peace behavior, helping members of this church to find their own belonging place and fill it, to let loose their own gifts and contribute to the whole?  Three:  when I am the recipient of joy behavior and peace behavior, when I receive that energetic, enthusiastic encouragement from others, am I responding to the freedom which is offered, to be myself and to let loose my gifts and to full fill my own place, toward building a community that’s alive and living by the Spirit?
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