
“Farewell!” – Jun 22, 2025 

(1 Thess. 5:16-19) 

16 Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of 

God in Christ Jesus for you. 19 Do not quench the Spirit.” (NRSVUE) 

 

Today’s reading is the same Bible passage I preached from when I first stood at this 

pulpit. 

Paul did not lose his heart of gratitude and praise towards God even when he was 

imprisoned or facing the threat of death. When Paul wrote letters to the churches, he 

often gave important advice to the community of faith at the end of the letters.  In 1 

Thessalonians, Paul concludes his letter with well-known exhortations: “Rejoice always. 

Pray without ceasing. Give thanks in all circumstances.” 

As you may know, Paul was the most notorious persecutor of Christians, but after 

meeting the risen Christ, his life was completely changed. Since then, as an itinerant 

minister, Paul wrote letters to encourage the earliest Christians and newly converted 

siblings to become healthy disciples of Jesus Christ through practicing faith, love, and 

hope in the midst of adversaries of the time. 

Among all the Pauline epistles—and even the entire New Testament, including the 

Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John—1 Thessalonians is considered the earliest 

extant Christian text. In this letter, faith is understood as a right relationship with God, 

which leads Christians to love God, one another, and themselves. Paul concludes his 

letter with a call to action: “Rejoice always. Pray without ceasing. Give thanks in all 

circumstances.” Let us call this invitation an “RPG” invitation: 

R stands for “Rejoice always,”                                                                     

P for “Pray without ceasing,”                                                                        

G for “Give thanks in all circumstances.” 

Do you remember this? 

Paul wanted to encourage the Thessalonian church members to practice his RPG 

invitation. I wonder how the Thessalonians responded to Paul’s exhortations.  When we 

hear “Always, without ceasing, in all circumstances,” we often become overwhelmed. 

“Rejoice always?” “Pray without ceasing?” “Give thanks in all circumstances? Perhaps, 

we wish Paul would say “when we need to,” “occasionally,” “in some circumstances,” or 

“in special cases.”  We feel that would be more realistic and acceptable. 

Paul’s invitation is not easy to understand if we only give thanks for our successes, 

something we feel good about, or something we are satisfied with. Instead, Paul invites 

us to see God’s presence in every situation, whether good or challenging.  When we 

continually notice and welcome God’s presence, our lives become more prayerful, joyful, 



and grateful. When God is with us, we don’t have to carry the burdens of grief, pain, and 

other concerns alone. Indeed, that is exactly what we can always be thankful for: God 

is always with us.    

Paul also invites us not to rely solely on our own will when striving to rejoice, pray, and 

give thanks at all times. These practices are fruits of the Holy Spirit—and we genuinely 

need the Spirit’s help to live them out. Paul makes it clear that authentic gratitude and joy 

are not possible without opening ourselves to the Holy Spirit, noticing the Spirit’s 

presence, and allowing the Spirit to work in and through us. That’s why he urged the 

Thessalonians not to quench the Spirit. And he continues to urge us today: to walk 

together in faith, without losing the power of the Holy Spirit. 

From last Thursday to Saturday, the Annual Conference was held in Danvers, MA. 

During his Episcopal Address, Bishop Bickerton read from Romans 15:7, 11–13, using 

The Message translation: “Oh! May the God of green hope fill you up with joy, fill you 

up with peace, so that your believing lives, filled with the life-giving energy of the Holy 

Spirit, will brim over with hope!” His reading inspired this year’s theme: “Hope with 

Joy.” 

This year’s Annual Conference was one of the most inspiring, Spirit-filled, and joyful 

gatherings—even as the Conference and local churches continue to face multiple 

challenges. Still, I felt truly blessed to have a leader like Bishop Bickerton guiding us 

through such a trying time for the Church. And I wasn’t alone; many others expressed the 

same feeling: Hope with Joy. 

During his Episcopal Address, the Bishop extended a heartfelt invitation to local 

congregations: to pray together and build partnerships in cooperative parish ministry with 

neighboring congregations—like the connection between Bourne and Swift Memorial. 

His vision includes every congregation—rural, suburban, and urban alike. And truly, 

working together is something to look forward to! 

Pastors were also encouraged to commit to deeper, more transformative ministry—by 

walking side by side with lay members and nurturing new possibilities together. 

Bishop Bickerton also reminded us of the core Methodist values that shape our identity: 

collaboration, diversity, equity, inclusion, care for the poor, welcoming the stranger, 

and—above all—love and trust in God.
[1]

 In a spirit of hope, he shared that this 

challenging moment can be a sacred opportunity for the Church to rediscover its life and 

meaning. With that spirit, the Bishop lifted up the United Methodist Church’s new vision 

statement, which calls us to love boldly, serve joyfully, and lead courageously. This 

vision, deeply rooted in our Wesleyan heritage, reflects a renewed commitment to 

embodying God’s dream for the world. 

Since today is my last Sunday with you, I want to say thank you and share one important 

thing I’ve noticed—among many others. I’ve seen how faithfully you pray for one 

another and how you care—not only for this church family, the choir, or close friends, 
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but also for the wider community, including God’s creation. I’ve also been thankful for 

the volunteers who care for the church facilities—from the sanctuary to the lawn. I’ve 

witnessed all of this with deep joy and gratitude. 

Another memory that will stay with me is your warm welcome on the day we arrived at 

the parsonage. From that moment on, it was clear: this is a deeply caring congregation. 

Considering that caregiving is “the archetype of Christian discipleship” and “the essence 

of what it means to be Jesus’ disciple,”
[2]

 I hope and believe that the caring ministry of 

Swift Memorial UMC will continue leading the congregation to become an ever more 

hospitable, loving, reconciling, and justice-seeking body of Christ—where all are 

welcomed, cared for, and blessed to be part of this community of care. Sometimes your 

kindness is visible and front and center; other times it’s quietly behind the scenes—but it 

is always there, steady and sincere. Thank you all. Truly, thank you. 

I will continue to lift you up in prayer as you seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit and 

pursue God’s call to grow into a healthy, disciple-making congregation—one that loves 

boldly, serves joyfully, and leads courageously. Thank you for your faithful, Spirit-led 

ministries. You have been a blessing, and I believe God’s grace will continue to shine 

through you in beautiful and sometimes unexpected ways. 

God’s beloved siblings, I am so grateful and honored to have served this exceptionally 

caring congregation. I invite you to remember Paul’s RPG invitation: 

R: Rejoice always!                                                                                         

P: Pray without ceasing!                                                                                

 G: Give thanks in all circumstances! 

We are called to joyfully praise and give thanks to God in every corner of our lives. This 

is the will of God in Christ Jesus for us, even when we say farewell to one another. 

Because of God the Almighty, God the Great Caregiver, we have reasons to rejoice 

always, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances. And all God’s people 

say, “Amen!” 

 
[1]

 For example, William Wilberforce, a leading voice in abolishing the slave trade in England, was influenced by 
John Wesley’s writings and anti-slavery advocacy. 

[2]
 Kenneth H. Carter, Jr. 
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