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Our first lesson is Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. The importance of reverence is highlighted in this wisdom
literature. The author warns against arrogance and seeks to preserve divine mystery by
affirming that God has an appointed time for the cycle of events in our lives.

According to Interpreters’ This poem has a restrained majesty of movement, as though the river
of life were two currents between the same banks. There is a current of permission, so to speak,
and a stream of prohibition. Part of the wisdom of life is to know where to catch the flowing
tide and where to let it go and accept what is. We /live and move and have our being in an
appointed pattern too vast and entangled for us to understand. This is the word of God.

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven:

2a time to be born and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to pluck up what is planted;
% a time to kill and a time to heal; a time to break down and a time to build up;

4a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance;

% a time to throw away stones and a time to gather stones together;

a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing; ¢ a time to seek and a time to lose;
a time to keep and a time to throw away; 7 a time to tear and a time to sew;

a time to keep silent and a time to speak; € a time to love and a time to hate;

a time for war and a time for peace.

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven. Amen.

Our second lesson is Paul’s letter to the Philippians, chapter 1, verses 1-11. The faith community
at Philippi was the first church established by Paul on European soil and there was a deep and
abiding affection between Paul and the Philippians. In this opening passage, Paul expresses
affection and confidence in the friends from whom he finds himself separated. This is the Word
of God.

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi,
with the bishops’ and deacons: 2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ.? | thank my God for every remembrance of you, 4 always in every one of my
prayers for all of you, praying with joy * for your partnership in the gospel from the first day
until now. ¢ | am confident of this, that the one who began a good work in you will continue to
complete it until the day of Jesus Christ. 7 It is right for me to think this way about all of you,
because | hold you in my heart, for all of you are my partners in God'’s grace, both in my
imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.  For God is my witness, how |
long for all of you with the tender affection of Christ Jesus. ° And this is my prayer, that your
love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight '° to help you to determine
what really matters, so that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, " having
produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise
of God. Amen.



The title of the sermon: “Gratitude”

The text: | thank my God for every remembrance of you, * for your partnership in the gospel
from the first day until now. Philippians 1:3,5

Let us pray. Holy and Loving God, how grateful we are for the appointed season of our life

together and our partnership in the gospel. And now, may the words of my mouth and the

meditations of each of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, our strength and our redeemer.
Amen.

Gratitude comes from the Latin word “gratus” meaning “thankful” or “pleasing.” Being grateful
is a feeling of appreciation and thankfulness for what one has. Today, amid all the emotions |
feel as we part, the strongest is gratitude, gratitude for our partnership in the gospel these last
twelve years, from the first day until now; gratitude for the call you extended me to be a
messenger of the gospel of peace — how lovely!; gratitude for the God who calls us to put away
bitterness and malice and to be kind to one another, tender hearted, forgiving — grieve not the
Holy Spirit; and gratitude for what we have accomplished together in service and advocacy
seeking to bend the moral arc toward justice. What we have shared together, no one can take
away.

When | arrived twelve years ago, the first sermon | preached was titled “A Time to Build Up.” |
began with a question about who was move ready for this appointed season in our life together
as we forged a partnership in ministry: Was it Westminster or was it I?

After reading The Story of Westminster, written by Frances Fowler Allen, | was inspired by our
New England abolitionist founders, many of whom risked participation in the Underground
Railroad, providing refuge to those captive in a strange land and who embraced a more
progressive theology. They were willing to “agree to disagree” with the members of what is
now First Presbyterian Church as they stepped out in faith and hopeful confidence.

During the previous half century before my arrival, as Westminster was building on their rich
history of social justice and progressive theology, | was born into the Reformed Church of
America, in South Holland, a suburb of Chicago and welcomed into the world as the
unexpected third child of my Dutch mother and Italian and English father, Betty Jellema and Bill
Denham. | was born the year the first woman pastor was ordained in the Northern
Presbyterian Church and the year Westminster completed the tower build by Blythe
Construction Company.

In many ways, our journeys had parallels as | traveled from a more conservative perspective
and stepped out in faith “agreeing to disagree” to find my home in the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). ljoined Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago who sponsored my ordination.

At the time of my ordination in 1983, women were beginning to break ground as assistant and
associate pastors and working diligently to build the trust of congregations in providing pastoral
leadership. | am honored to have been a part of that building from the ground up and | will
always be grateful that Westminster, true to who you are, once again stepped out in faith and
hopeful confidence, breaking through that stained glass ceiling by extending a call to me.



Twelve years ago, in hopeful confidence, | suggested that together we would build up this
strong and lovely faith community through healthy collaboration, open hearts and minds, and
attending to the details of ministry...

and build we have, from our endowment to our strong annual operating budget, from our
Steadfast Neighbor Endeavor to building Habitat houses and a church and school in Kenya,
from the interfaith fellowship Children of Abraham to an expanded Sunday school, intentional
confirmation process and opportunities that afford our youth and adults to deepen their faith
and service: from our pledge to environmental stewardship to a renewed commitment to those
who are hungry, without a home, or seeking a safe haven within our country.

In this time of parting, we have so much for which to be grateful. Yet, we cannot overstate the
loss that this parting is for so many of us. In Necessary Losses, psychoanalyst and author Judith
Viorst explores how we grow and change through the losses that are an inevitable and
necessary part of life. She writes:

I've learned that during our life we leave and are left and let go of much that we love.
Losing is the price we pay for living. It is also the source of much of our growth and
gain. Making our way from birth to death in the seasons of our life, we also make our
way through the pain of giving up some portion of what we cherish.

Because we are people of faith we can grow through our leaving and letting go. We can
because we believe that our God is not only the author of life and has an appointed time for
the cycle of events within our lives, we believe our God has the power to bring life out of
death, new beginnings out of endings and gain out of loss.

In our parting, | am reminded of the words by Lebanese American poet and philosopher Khalil
Gibran On Joy and Sorrow. He writes:

When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are
weeping for that which has been your delight. Some of you say, Joy is greater than
sorrow,’ and others say ‘Nay, sorrow is the greater.” But | say unto you, ‘They are
inseparable.’

We have a faith that recognizes this truth and mystery—that our joy and our sorrow are
inseparable —and that life, like a river, ebbs and flows between the two! Sadly, some people
live life so afraid of the pain of parting that they never experience the joy of connecting. That is
not so with the people of Westminster Presbyterian Church.

And now it is time for us to part. We can say good bye without regret because we have known
the fullness of life together in the grace of God. No one can take that away from us. When our
paths cross again in our comings and our goings or when | return for a visit, | will come not as
your pastor but as your friend. Oh, we will reminisce together, no doubt, about the richness,
the joy and the sorrow of the days we shared when | was your pastor...but we will also have
new beginnings to tell since we parted.

And there will be no doubt about the affection and gratitude we feel for each other and for the
God who brought us together...the God who by sharing our humanity taught us there are
beginnings and endings...there is life after death...and for everything there is a season and a
time for every matter under heaven. Thanks be to God. Godspeed, my friends! Amen.



