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Paul D Erickson
Jonah 3:1-4:11 

    When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. 

    But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the Lord and said, "O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. And now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live." And the Lord said, "Is it right for you to be angry?" Then Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see what would become of the city. 

    The Lord God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it withered. When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, "It is better for me to die than to live." 

    But God said to Jonah, "Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?" And he said, "Yes, angry enough to die." Then the Lord said, "You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?" 

Philip. 1:21-30 

    For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer. I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you. Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith, so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus when I come to you again. 

    Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God's doing. For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well--since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. 

Matthew 20:1-16 

    "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, 'You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.' So they went. When he went out again about noon and about three o'clock, he did the same. And about five o'clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, 'Why are you standing here idle all day?'  They said to him, 'Because no one has hired us.' He said to them, 'You also go into the vineyard.'  When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, 'Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.' When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, saying, 'These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.' But he replied to one of them, 'Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?' So the last will be first, and the first will be last." 

Joy in Faith

When I took a look at the texts appointed for today, when I would have the opportunity to preach my final sermon as one of your pastors, I was drawn to Paul’s words to the church in Philippi, and especially to three phrases in this passage. The first of these is: “I am hard pressed between the two.” Paul was referring to the tension he felt between living and dying, whether he felt more strongly that it was time for him to depart and be with Christ, or to remain and serve the church. 
While the context is different for me, I can certainly relate to the tension he felt, having to decide which of the calls in my life I needed to say yes to. I could have certainly remained at Augustana, continuing to develop the ministry here, especially as we move into our new facilities and consider expanding our outreach to our Latino neighbors. Or, I could accept the call to work in a more administrative position, engaging congregations across our synod in evangelical mission, and leaving parish ministry for the time being and the many things I love about that calling. There are, of course, other calls in my life, being a husband and a father, and I needed to consider how my professional calling would impact my family. I was indeed hard pressed to come to the decision that I did, but I do so in full confidence that God’s hand is leading and guiding us all, and we just need to trust in that guidance.
The second phrase in Paul’s letter that leapt out at me was “joy in faith.” It’s such a simple phrase, but I can think of no better words to describe what will always fill my heart, whenever I think of you. My family and I have been so blessed to be a part of this faith community, and we have experienced so much joy in faith here, in so many ways. We have been blessed to be a part of community that values worship and music so highly, and we have loved singing in the choirs, rocking with the Celebration Band, being creative and playful at Family worship services, and so much else. We have all grown in our faith life here, and I am so grateful for the support and love that you have shown my wife, Lynn, during her years in the seminary, and to our children, David and Sarah, as they have begun to explore what it means to be a part of the body of Christ. I have been blessed to travel to Guatemala four times, and my own faith has been strengthened by the powerful witness of our sisters and brothers in Christ there. I could go on, as there is much for which my family and I are so grateful, but more than anything, I would say that we have been blessed by the joy in faith that we have experienced here. This is not to say that there haven’t been moments of difficulty and struggle, but the joy that we have experienced here is what we will take with us, for there is a spirit here, a spirit of joy and love and compassion that fills this place with the sense that God is up to something here, and I pray and trust this will continue to be the case.
Of course, this is not because of any one individual or group, this is God’s doing. This is the third phrase of Paul’s letter that struck me, and these are the words with which I will leave you: this is God’s doing. I truly believe that it was God who called us here almost six years ago, that it was a part of God’s plan and purpose for us all. And I now believe that it is God who is calling me to new challenges and new opportunities, just as God is calling each and every one of us to trust in the promises of Christ and to follow the winds of the Holy Spirit, wherever they may blow. There are, of course many ways to do this, and each one of us will respond to the calling and the claim of Christ in our own way. But it is God’s voice we are called to follow; it is God’s joy that we are called to celebrate; and it is God’s love we are called to share. 
And because you have helped me grow in my understanding of this, because you have welcomed me and my family into your lives and into your hearts, and because you have allowed me the privilege of serving you as I honor Christ, I will be forever grateful, and every time I think of you, my heart will be moved to say, thanks be to God; amen.
