Communion

Feb. 7, 2010                                                                   Philippians 1: 19-30

Prayer: Dear Lord, Go with us into the mind and heart of Paul that we might better understand his words to the Philippians. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Living in limbo


When I wrote newspaper stories, I wanted them to be black and white. I wanted them to be clear-cut and easy to follow. I wanted there to be heroes and villains, or if not, at least two clearly opposing sides.


It was much harder to write stories that fell into gray. It was much harder to review a play that I didn’t love and I didn’t hate; it was just OK. It was much harder to write nuanced stories.


And so a story that I struggled with more than any other was a story we headlined, “The girl who lives in the hospital.”


The story was about a girl I’ll call Haley who was 19 years old. Haley had been removed from her home in her mid-teens for suspected child abuse, and had lived in foster homes and just about every group home in the entire state. When she was finally released from DSS supervision, she moved into an apartment near Haywood Road.

But Haley had some disabilities – some motor skill impairment and some emotional and mental difficulties that were hard to diagnose. One night she had trouble breathing, and so she called an ambulance and was taken to the hospital.


That was in September. And there she stayed for months and months and months.


I heard about Haley from a friend who was taking some teen-agers to throw a Christmas party to cheer her up. She asked me if I could come and possibly write a story about her situation.


So I went to meet Haley, and it was an odd situation indeed. Haley was in a Catch-22. By all medical standards, she was well enough to be released. But there was nowhere to release her to.


The doctors said she wasn’t able to return to her apartment unassisted. And she didn’t have the upper body strength to lift herself from a wheelchair to a bed, which was the requirement for her to be released to an assisted living facility. 


As a bright 19-year-old, she didn’t want to go into a nursing home for senior citizens. The hospital’s social workers had called facilities all over the Southeast and couldn’t find a single one that was a good fit.

There was literally nowhere for Haley to go, and so she continued to live in the hospital. Now any of you who have been in the hospital know how very odd this was. After I delivered my last child, they could hardly push me out the door fast enough. 


But here was this young girl, who wheeled herself all over the hospital and to the activity rooms and the nurses’ stations, and climbed into bed at night to watch her lineup of TV shows. And she was living in a $350-a-day-or-whatever-the-cost-was, hospital room.

Finally, the hospital’s lawyers started proceedings to have Haley declared mentally incompetent so they could provide a guardian who could legally remove her. Haley was incensed that they were saying she was mentally incapacitated, and sure enough, she talked as lucidly and as fluently as any 19-year-old.


Well, at that point, I thought I had my villains – the cold-hearted hospital lawyers. But I met with them and saw their point. They were caught between a rock and a hard place. A hospital was no place for a young woman to live – by this time five months and counting.


I also did enough investigation to find out that Haley could be something of a manipulator, and that perhaps some of her moves from group home to group home were of her own doing, perhaps some of her complaints of abuse weren’t really true. It became not a black and white story with heroines and villains, but a gray story about living in limbo.

Living in limbo is hard. The people in Haiti are living in limbo. They can’t work or grieve or return to any sort of normalcy because of the upheaval that has occurred there – quite literally.


When we are unintentionally unemployed, we live in limbo. As anyone who’s been without work knows, you can’t enjoy the time off because you’re so worried about finding a job.


When we’re addicted, we live in limbo. You can’t make plans or decisions for your life because all your energy is going toward getting your next fix.


In today’s section of Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he is talking about living in limbo. Last week we talked about how Paul was imprisoned in some far-off city, awaiting trial. He’s writing to his good friends in Philippi, and he’s talking to them about his dilemma.


In the section we read last week, Paul talked about how he didn’t mind being in jail, because it had increased Christ’s witness. People began speaking out more boldly because he was in prison.


But now, he turns a little more somber.


READ Philippians 1: 18b-30.


The first part of this passage deals with Paul’s state of mind, as he awaits a trial over which he has no control. He quotes Job in the Old Testament: “This will turn out for my deliverance.” (Job 13:16)


Whatever happens, he says, he hopes it will not be shaming, but will glorify Christ. 

And then Paul sort of goes into a period of thinking out loud. 


There are some personality types who do this. Some people remain silent and take in all the information before saying anything. But some of us make decisions by talking out loud. We need to hear things spoken aloud to try them out.


Well, that’s what Paul is doing here. He ponders his death, using some concepts and arguments found in ancient discussions of suicide. He doesn’t know which he prefers – to go on with this life or to depart and be with Christ. But it’s not really his choice anyway. He is in prison awaiting trial. His future is in someone else’s hands.


So he muses about how much he would enjoy dying so he could join Jesus. But at the same time he knows he will be of more use to the Philippians if he remains alive.


He then segues from that thought into instruction for them, instruction to stand firm in the gospel no matter what the opposition. We aren’t sure who the opponents of the Philippian Christians were. But Philippi was a very Roman, very anti-Semitic city, so they could have been any number of people. 


Paul tells the church not to let the surrounding culture define them, but to stand up with their gospel witness, to be bold with their message, with their discipleship. 


Then he says something about Christian suffering that is much more spoken of in the ancient world than in ours: “For God 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.” 


Paul is inviting the Philippians into his suffering in prison, into Christ’s suffering on the cross. We moderns don’t think of suffering as a privilege. We certainly don’t think of being in prison, awaiting trial, as a privilege. But Paul is choosing to frame his life in limbo as meaningful suffering.

We have members of this congregation living in limbo, some through no fault of their own, some through their own actions. The recession has thrown some people out of work quite unexpectedly. It’s hard to stave off depression and isolation and fear when we don’t know when we might be returning to work. 

 If you knew when the unemployment would end, you could plan a vacation, read books, write a book, make home improvements. But when you don’t know, you are paralyzed, afraid to spend money, afraid to get in the middle of anything.


Others are living in limbo because of addictions. Living in addiction is not the vision we have for the rest of our lives. But without intervention, without a decision to move out of it, addiction is a limbo that can end up being permanent. 

Triune has sent …. People into drug rehab over the past four years, and we estimate …. Are still clean and sober. Lots have found decent employment. At least two have become homeowners.

 David Gay is still offering release for anyone who is tired of living in that particular limbo.


But I think maybe the worse kind of limbo comes for our folks who have been in prison, like Paul. Though they have done their time and are technically free again, most employers will not consider them. This is the biggest obstacle we face when we try to help someone find a job. They live in a forced limbo that is awfully hard to climb out of, a forced limbo that seems almost designed to send them back into criminal behavior. 

Of course, even without defining conditions such as unemployment or addiction or past convictions, we can be caught in limbo. We can drift without purpose, without direction, without meaning. Our lives can be virtually on hold because we simply haven’t determined where we’re going, what we’re living for, who we’re living for.


And that limbo, in its own way, can be as imprisoning as Paul’s bars.


That’s why he encourages the Philippians to “live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ ….striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel….” 

And in the passage we will read next week, he will repeat, “Make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”


 Paul never really scolds the Philippians as he does recipients of other of his letters. But he repeats this instruction to be of one mind so often in this letter that we think there may have been some dissension, something slightly troublesome, beneath the surface. 
       Alone and suffering in some prison far away, Paul wants his friends to focus on the one thing that can give them joy and salvation: to align themselves with the mind of Christ. 


His message to them is: Choose. Decide. Vow to follow Jesus with a single-minded devotion. Anything less is simply living in limbo.

Amen.

