A Time For Every Thing

a sermon by Rev. Scott Dalgarno on April 6, 2025
based on Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
You might have heard the following news account, A Connecticut couple was staying true to the vows of marriage - in sickness and in health - before they ever said "I do."

But, David Mosher, 35, and Heather Lindsay, 31, did get to say those words to each other just hours before Lindsay passed away after a one-year battle with cancer.

Mosher said, “It was more like a funeral than a wedding to be honest. It was the hardest hour of my life.”
He had planned to propose to Lindsay on Dec 23rd after dating more than two years.

That morning, the pair went to the doctor and Lindsay was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer that had already spread …
The diagnosis didn’t stop Mosher, however.

“I left the plans as they were. I proposed to her.  We had the toughest year of our life. She struggled with her disease through the traditional chemotherapy.”

Lindsay and Mosher thought it was under control, but in September doctors informed her that it had spread further. They were in shock.

 … So, the couple set a date for Dec. 30, but as the date neared, doctors at St. Francis Hospital in Hartford explained that Lindsay would probably not make it until then.

So on Dec 22nd, dressed in her wedding dress and lying in her hospital bed, nurses wheeled Lindsay down to the hospital's chapel, and she and Mosher said their vows to one another.  Eighteen hours later, Lindsay died.

Her funeral was held on Dec. 30, the day she was supposed to be married.

“There is a time for everything under heaven,” says Ecclesiastes, but sometimes the order or juxtaposition of those things can leave you reeling. 
The favorite subjects of artists, no matter what their medium, is love and death …. but to put them on the same day – it gives one pause.  It kicks one in the stomach. Hard.  
What can one say about such a thing?  Better to have loved and lost …?”  
I mean, look, some people live 90 years and never find true love.  

Life is crazy – even for people who have everything and don’t have cancer. 
In 1920, after marrying his ideal woman, Zelda Sayer, and publishing THIS SIDE OF PARADISE, F. Scott Fitzgerald, age 24,  wrote the following:  “Riding in a taxi one afternoon between very tall buildings under a mauve and rosy sky, I began to bawl because I had everything I wanted and knew I would never be so happy again.”  

Wow, that one stops me cold. Is that just an odd thing connected to Scott Fitzgerald’s personality, or is it more akin to the fabric of life than we’d like to think?  I say that because I have had the same feeling once or twice.  
Ecclesiastes says the following – that there is …

    a time for crying and a time for laughing,
    a time for mourning and a time for dancing

… and sometimes the time for dancing and laughing can almost make you mourn.  
Scott Fitzgerald’s life didn’t end so well – a spiral of drunkenness and commercially unsuccessful novels and a heart attack at 44. 

Now, in order to go deeper, reflecting on Ecclesiastes, let me say a few words about the teachings of someone who I believe understood well the philosophy of Ecclesiastes: that person was Jesus.  
His signature teaching, found in what we call The Beatitudes is a good explication or commentary on Old Testament wisdom.
Here is the background.  According to the gospel writer, Luke, Jesus had just spent a whole night in prayer.  In the morning he found himself surrounded by people.  Some where already sold on him; some were still making up their mind.  All of them had heard of Jesus’s power and how all you had to do was get near him and any demons you were plagued by would fly off somewhere.

If you had a fever he could make it go away and if your leg didn’t work, well, he could fix it. 

So everyone was crowding in on him.  He didn’t seem to mind.  Sure, it wore on him but he gave himself to them anyway. Then he sat down and asked them to sit down, too.  He had something he wanted to say to them. What came out of his mouth were those things I mentioned called the Beatitudes.  

It was a common enough form. People had heard them all their lives. A simple two-part thing summing up common knowledge about how to live the best life.  In their most generic form they go something like this:  

Blessed are you who floss for you shall keep your teeth . . .

or …

Blessed are you who have IRAs -- you won’t go hungry in your later years. 
Well, after the tariffs, that’s suddenly iffy.  

Anyway,  the form was familiar to them  But the content Jesus used to fill this familiar form rocked them – it blew them away.  He turned it all upside down.  He said … 
Blessed are you who are … poor ?

Blessed are you who are … hungry

Blessed are you who weep now

Blessed are you when people hate you, or revile you or exclude you ... “

One interpreter I read, said that hearing this must have been like being handed a glass of lemonade, sipping it and finding that it’s really vinegar.  

Blessedness, according to Jesus, was equated with those things people were doing their best to avoid:  poverty, hunger,  grief, even hatred.  And in every case Jesus made those equations stronger by tacking on a reversal of fortune:

Blessed are you who are poor -- for yours is the kingdom of God.
Blessed are you who are hungry now --  for you shall be filled.
Now, Luke, unlike the gospel writer, Matthew, adds to the beatitudes a few “woeitudes.”  These were mirror images of the beatitudes in which woe is equated with what people do their best to achieve:  wealth, food, laughter, esteem.

So, in the same way Jesus made the bad things sound good, he now makes the good things sound bad – like, “Woe to you who are rich.”
Now,  since you and I are so used to hearing these sayings, the surprise and the edge they had originally is missing.  We can’t hear it.  
But if he had said:  “Blessed are you who have heart disease for you shall be made whole,” 

Or, “Blessed are you whose prayers are not answered for you shall see God face to face.
And, on the flip side – “Woe to you who drive everywhere, for you shall have to wait for the bus” or, “Woe to you with college degrees for you have already received your reward,” we’d get it.  We’d get the edge.  

Of course the impact of these woes and blessings has everything to do with how things are going for you when you read them.  If you’re hungry this Jesus stuff sounds pretty good.  If you are well fed, it’s a different ball game.

So what I’m saying is that when we hear such “good news” we normally file it with all that other nice Christian sounding advice that no one we know personally will ever follow.

But what I want you to know is that these sayings have nothing whatever to do with advice.  Jesus is NOT telling people what he thinks they should do. When Jesus gives advice it’s hard to miss.

He says stuff like, “why worry; behold the lilies of the field. . . .

THAT’S ADVICE.

The beatitudes are not advice.  No, here Jesus is just describing different kinds of people, hoping that his listeners will recognize themselves.  And then he makes a promise to all of them that the way things are now, in the present, will not be the way things will always be.

If youre on a lucky streak or an unlucky one, just wait,  things will change.  

In fact, life is like the great medieval concept of the WHEEL OF FORTUNE. Time just keeps moving and all manner of things, good and bad, take place in the course of the turing of the Great Wheel.

Jesus’s point is simply that those at the top, with the wind blowing in their hair, will have their turn at the bottom.  And those at the bottom in the mire, will one day fly with the eagles.  They may not think so. Being at the bottom is debilitating, but things change even when you are in the deepest pit.  

What trips us up about this IS the blessing and woe language Luke uses.  Whenever we hear words like blessing and woe we automatically think: REWARD and PUNISHMENT.

Yes; we might even think, “Gee, Jesus would say that something’s wrong if we aren’t on the bottom.” Well, that’s not the case.  

Barbara Brown Taylor who put me on to this idea that Jesus is not “Dear Abby” or “Ask Amy,” giving advice, has said,  “The beatitudes do not tell us what to do.  They tell us who we are, and more importantly they tell us who Jesus is.” 

Here’s what I mean: if someone had come out to hear Jesus because they thought Jesus was a winning ticket in the lottery they should go home.  What he had to say would not help them get on top of life’s wheel or stay on top forever.

No one gets to stay on top of the wheel forever.  Let me say that again.  No one gets to stay at the top of the wheel forever.  
I emphasize that because just a three weeks ago we heard a totally different, supposedly  “Christian,” message from Paula White, President Trump’s most senior adviser in his brand new White House Faith Office. 
The DOGE folks, Elon Musk and his buddies, have fired tens of thousands of people in departments meant to keep us safe from, you know, cyber attacks, pandemics, graft, abuse, environmental diasters, the next 9-11, but there is now a “White House Faith Office.”  
“What does it give us?” you ask.  
Well, Paula White is offering ”Seven Supernatural Blessings” for the Easter season.

If you “honor God” during the period of Passover and Easter she says, “God will assign an angel to you, he’ll be an enemy to your enemies, he’ll give you prosperity, he’ll take sickness away from you, he will give you long life, he’ll bring increase in inheritance, and he’ll bring a special year of blessing.”

So how do we “honor God” according to Paula White.  The answer:  give her lots of money.  

The suggested price for her “Seven Supernatural Blessings” is an “offering” to “Paula White Ministries” of $1,000 or more, and if blessings of health, wealth and an angel aren’t enough, Paula White will also give you a Waterford crystal cross.  I’m not making this up.  
As many of you know, I don’t believe in hell, but I am willing to make an except for shysters like this who have been put on a pedestal by our president.  
School lunches for poor children are “evil” according to these people, but bilking faithful Christians of their meager savings is just fine.  
Friends, this is Crypto-Christianity.  It’s value is zero.  No, it’s below zero. It would be like the President himself selling a $9 Bible made in China for $60. It can make you throw up.  
Okay, back to my topic.  As I said, the Wheel of Life I’m speaking of here is a medieval model of change. We all know that In the Middle Ages when many people were illiterate, religious teaching took place through images or pictures. 
The Wheel of Life was often carved in the stone walls of cathedrals. People seeing the image received instruction about the change process. What was the lesson?

At the top of the wheel is a well-dressed, smiling, kingly or queenly person. This person is in the position of Happiness. Things are going well. 
If you follow the wheel in a clockwise movement a bit further along, change has occurred. The same person is now upside down and falling through space with a look of distress. This is the position of Loss. 
The wheel continues its movement and at the bottom of the wheel the individual is now naked and is being pulled along through the muck and mire of life. This is the position of Suffering. The wheel turns some more and the person, who is once again clothed, rises up to the position of Hope. There is hopeful anticipation of once again reaching the position of Happiness. 
The wheel's lesson is that there are only four positions in life: happiness, loss, suffering, and hope. We are always in one of these positions. We are always rising up or going down.  
“Happy” is where we all want to be. Life is going our way. We are comfortable.

Loss is where the happiness of routine begins to fall apart. A variety of events have signaled change and we are being challenged to let go of the routine that worked.
When loss comes we want to return to our lost happiness as quickly as possible. We want to regain our equilibrium by making the wheel go in reverse. The wheel, however, only moves forward in a clockwise motion. To regain happiness we must follow the wheel into its next phase: suffering.

Suffering is the phase of transition. The root meaning of the word is to submit to, or to be forced to endure.  So, to suffer means that we go through and fully experience our loss as we make our plans for a return to “normal.” 
This is a process that we cannot short-cut and still achieve our goal. We cannot go over, under, or around the transition phase. We must go through it, for it is out of suffering (enduring,  learning its lessons) that Hope arises.

But here’s the thing, the normalcy that we hope to regain will not be the same as the "old" normal. Through an effective process of change we return to balance, but it is a new and different balance. Happiness is found in a new state of equilibrium.

Neither the going up or coming down is in our control.  But wherever we find ourselves at a given moment, the promise is the same. It will always move and what we experience is just all in a lifetime. Hear again the wisdom of Ecclesiastes:
There’s a season for everything; a time for every matter under heaven:

Yes, but it is so often confusing.  As my opening story of David Mosher and Heather Lindsay attests, it is often not what we expect.  
To wrap your mind around this, think of a labyrinth. Like the great wheel of fortune, it is also an interactive, medieval machine meant to put us in touch with life at it’s core.
But where the wheel speaks to all of life, the labyrinth helps us understand how it feels to be in every sector of the wheel except happiness.  It helps us navigate loss, suffering, and hope.

If you have walked a labyrinth you will know what I mean.  You have happiness in sight, or so you think. And you find yourself so close to it, and then it recedes from you.  
Then there it is again, and, uh oh, you find yourself being taken by the wind miles away, and then, oops, there you are finally where you hoped to be, except you realize the whole thing is NOT about arriving there, but about the crazy rollercoaster journey we’re all on.
Until a few months ago our economy in the USA was cooking.  Everything was slowly going up.  It lulled us to sleep.  Now, the floor has given way and we are in free-fall.  How long will it last?  Well, as someone has said, everything in life takes 8 times longer than you think to resolve.  

If the president is able to sell tariff waivers (like he sells his Bibles) to every corporation and nation on earth that wants them, who knows?  In any case, the reality is this … change happens.  Change always happens.  
Amen.  

