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For some reason, it took me by surprise. When Gary and I flew into Zimbabwe in March, our 

mission team stayed for a few days at Victoria Falls. Our lodge was outside of town, and when 

we got back to our room at night, there was a huge net surrounding our bed. “What’s that?” I 

asked. Then I did a double-take. “Oh! I know. It’s a mosquito net for malaria.” 

 

All it takes is one mosquito to infect a person, especially children and pregnant women. Malaria 

has been eradicated in the United States since World War 2, but it’s still widespread in Sub-

Saharan Africa. Visitors to Africa sometimes contract malaria as well, even when they’re taking 

medication, as we did.   

 

Do any of you remember Harold Stanton? He was a pillar of this congregation who died two 

years ago. Harold’s wife Joyce and daughter Molly are here with us today. Harold was an 

agricultural engineer and a leader in missions here at First Church. After retiring from Ford in 

1987, Harold began devoting most of his time to mission in The United Methodist Church. He 

was very involved with the United Methodist Committee on Relief in southern Africa, with a 

focus on sustainable agricultural development. He was also one of twelve people in the world 

selected to plan a new United Methodist Africa University in Zimbabwe, and was in charge of 

developing a mission statement for the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources.     

 

One time Harold made a trip deep into the Congo. He’d been taking his malaria medicine and 

had no idea that a lone infected mosquito had bitten him. Harold traveled back to Zimbabwe 

where Joyce had flown from Michigan to meet him. They went to a friend’s home for dinner 

when Harold began to complain of not feeling well. He said, “My bones ache. I feel terrible.”   

 

Joyce said that Harold became sicker in the night, so they called an ambulance in the morning, 

but there weren’t any available. They ended up taking a taxi that had no floor in the back seat.  

Eventually, the diagnosis of malaria was made, the right medications were given, and Harold 

recovered fully. However, he spent weeks in the hospital and many more months regaining his 

strength before heading right back into mission work.   

 

One lone mosquito is all it takes for someone to contract malaria. One lone United Methodist 

who buys a corsage for ten dollars buys a mosquito net, which is all it takes to save a child’s life.  

One person helping another person is all it takes to make God’s joy complete. One congregation 

imitating Christ’s humility and self-giving love is all it takes to change the world. That’s what 
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the apostle Paul is saying in our scripture today as he writes to the Christians in Philippi, which 

is in modern day Greece, about twenty years after he became a Christ follower.     

 

Philippians is Paul’s most joyful letter. In fact, I think Philippians is the most joyful book in the 

Bible. Paul’s joy, however, has nothing to do with his circumstances. Paul’s life as an evangelist 

was difficult, the travel grueling, and the results not always evident. Paul is writing to the 

Philippians from a jail cell, his ministry continually under attack, even by other Christians. Yet 

nothing is more important for Paul than the joy of knowing and serving Christ. That joy spills out 

all over the place in his letter to the Philippians. Eugene Peterson, author of the biblical 

paraphrase The Message, writes about Philippians: “It is this ‘spilling out’ quality of Christ’s life 

that accounts for the happiness of Christians, for joy is life in excess, the overflow of what 

cannot be contained within any one person.” 

  

In our scripture Paul describes how you and I experience joy by living life in excess. First, Paul 

writes in verse two, “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, 

any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same 

mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”  

 

Joy becomes life in excess when you and I love and serve God as the body of Christ. I don’t 

know about you, but I experience the most profound joy in life when I see God at work through a 

community of people who serve together to make miracles happen. Joy becomes life in excess 

when we all pull together to help when disaster strikes, rally around a vision for reaching new 

people with the gospel, contribute our talents to start a new ministry, make a major building 

project happen, or retire a debt.  

 

Joy also becomes life in excess when we choose to stick together as the body of Christ despite 

differences in belief, practice, or even biblical interpretation. When we honor those with whom 

we disagree, choose to love the unlovable, and walk hand in hand with those whose culture and 

customs are not like ours, not only does joy knit us together, but we make God’s joy complete.         

 

One of the most amazing partnerships in which The United Methodist Church has ever engaged 

is Imagine No Malaria. This partnership includes the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, The 

United Nations Foundation, and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. I will 

never forget hearing Bill Gates, Sr. speak at the 2008 General Conference in Fort Worth, Texas.  

Here is someone who is not a United Methodist but who describes the effect of the joy that spills 

out from United Methodists.  He said:  

 

We are proud to be your partner in this campaign to end the world’s worst killer 

of children. We believe the campaign cannot succeed without you. So I am asking 

each of you (as a United Methodist) to make a personal commitment to help your 

church end malaria… 

 

Almost three hundred years ago, your founder, John Wesley, explained the moral 

implications of what is now fashionably called globalization. He said: “I look on 

all the world as my parish.” In that single sentence, he (Wesley) described the 

bonds of mutual responsibility that hold us all together…”  
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Gates goes on:  

 

When enough of us arrive at the conclusion that parish lines and national borders 

cannot wipe away our common humanity, then we will do what is necessary to 

end needless suffering. Then the human impulse that told us it is wrong for people 

in North America to die of malaria will tell us that it is wrong for people 

anywhere to die of it. 

 

Friends, when you and I do the impossible together, like eliminate malaria, we and our world 

experience a joy that is life in excess. Our commitment at First UMC is $35,000. If the middle 

school kids at Friday Night Lights could raise $700 two nights ago, then we can raise $35,000 

today.   

 

Second, joy becomes life in excess when we imitate the life of Christ by living out Paul’s words 

in verse three: “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as 

better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of 

others.”   

 

When we read these words, we naturally think of mothers. At least I do. On this Mother’s Day, 

we honor our mothers and our grandmothers. We are not all mothers ourselves, but we all have 

or had mothers. And not all of our mothers were perfect. I’ll be the first one to admit that. I get 

“bad mom cards” all the time for doing dumb things. Just ask my kids about my baking, sewing, 

coaching, and fashion failures that embarrassed them to no end growing up. It probably scarred 

them for life! All the good qualities that our children have come from Gary, not me. 

 

Yet, like you, I still try my best to nurture, care for, and empower my own children, my 

grandson, as well as all of God’s children by serving the needs of others. Oh yes, joy is life in 

excess, but it’s an excess of grace, not selfishness. It’s an excess of humility, not pride. It’s an 

excess of sacrifice, not pandering of self.  

 

I hope that you’ve been able to see the movie Mary and Martha, starring Hilary Swank. It’s 

about two mothers from the United States, Mary and Martha, both of whom lost their sons to 

malaria in Africa, one a boy, the other a teenager. It’s a three tissue movie for sure, but it’s also a 

movie about how grief can be transformed into a joy that is life in excess when we devote our 

lives to a cause larger than our often small, self-centered existence. 

 

The most powerful part of the movie for me is when Mary is testifying before a congressional 

hearing for more funding to eliminate malaria. She says, “We spend more money for a cure for 

baldness than we do on malaria prevention. I am asking for more money, please, now. I miss my 

son every second of every day. I would give anything to change that one thing. Every parent who 

has lost a child to malaria feels that. I failed him. Now you can take responsibility for millions of 

children. Don’t fail them, too.”   

 

Then Martha shows pictures of her son Ben’s school children who died of malaria, just like he 

did. “She wanted to be a teacher. He played the clarinet. She wanted to be a nurse. He wanted to 
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be a soccer player. All of these children are now dead. They were all God’s children with great 

potential. If you don’t do anything, we’ll come back with 500,000 more photos. Please. More. 

Now.” Joy becomes life in excess when you and I look beyond just taking care of ourselves, 

open our eyes to the needs of our world, and respond. 

  

Finally, joy is life in excess when we show humility by emptying ourselves. “And being found in 

human form, Jesus humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death - even death on a 

cross.   

  

Most of you know that we are at a very important time in the life of First United Methodist 

Church. This Tuesday at 7:00 p.m. our district superintendent, Melanie Carey, will lead a church 

conference vote on the proposal for our congregation to merge with Troy Fellowship United 

Methodist Church. Did you know that exactly fifty years ago a group of faithful people at First 

Church had a vision of starting a new Methodist congregation in a growing area of Troy? They 

not only had vision, they had energy, a passion for sharing the gospel, a humble desire to make 

new disciples, and a spilling out of joy.   

 

As Eugene Peterson says, “It is this ‘spilling out’ quality of Christ’s life that accounts for the 

happiness of Christians, for joy is life in excess, the overflow of what cannot be contained within 

any one person.” The overflow of joy at First Church could not be contained in any one location, 

either, so the mother humbled herself and gave birth to Troy Fellowship. But even three years 

before that, in 1961, the mother gave birth to Beverly Hills UMC. Our First Church DNA for 

mission, outreach, and joy is found in our daughter churches as well.  

 

Of course, after a mother dies to self by giving birth, the mother never forgets her children, so 

now we have come full circle. For the last five years, faithful, visionary disciples here at First 

Church have felt God calling us to move outside the security of life here on this campus to 

explore new ministry and creative ways to reach more people with the good news of Jesus 

Christ. The joy of our fullness of life in Christ is spilling out in excess as God calls us to share 

the gospel with the hopeless, the helpless, the poor in spirit, those who need healing, those who 

are marginalized, those who have never heard about Jesus, and those who yearn for a faith 

community where they can use their gifts and become servants.     

 

Joy that is life in excess: that’s the story of God’s people throughout history, and it’s our story 

right now, isn’t it? We will reach our goal of $35,000 for Imagine No Malaria this year. How? 

By faith in excess. We hope to discern God’s will for our future with the merger proposal with 

Troy Fellowship on Tuesday evening. How? By trust in excess. We hope to retire the $625,000 

debt on our buildings this year so that we are free to devote more of our resources to ministry. 

How? By generosity in excess.   

 

One person helping another person is all it takes to make God’s joy complete. One congregation 

imitating Christ’s humility and self-giving love is all it takes to change the world. Life spilling 

out in excess, the overflow of what cannot be contained within any one congregation. The secret 

of our joy.          

  


