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The Carousel of Time 
 

Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is 
ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for 
which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

— Philippians 3:13b-14 (NIV) 
 

In the mid- to late-1970s, as a grade school student at Lake Bluff in 
Shorewood, I especially enjoyed music class. Given the era, and 
the relative hipness of the teacher, we sang a fun assortment of 
tunes. Peter, Paul, and Mary figured prominently into the repertoire 
with songs like “Puff the Magic Dragon,” “Leaving on a Jet Plane,” 
and “This Land Is Your Land.” But we also sang “Food, Glorious 
Food” from the musical Oliver, and Tom Lehrer’s “Pollution.” Doses 
of the Beatles and John Denver were sprinkled in for good 
measure. Music class was a really good time! 
 

But I distinctly remember one song we sang in class that, even in 
my limited understanding as a grade school kid, seemed more 
poignant than fun...less lively, not at all humorous, and in fact a bit 
melancholy. That song was “The Circle Game” by Joni Mitchell. The 
four verses trace a nameless boy’s infancy, childhood, adolescence, 
and early adulthood. Each verse is followed by a rather 
philosophical, perhaps even fatalistic refrain: 
 

And the seasons they go round and round 
And the painted ponies go up and down 
We're captive on the carousel of time 

We can't return we can only look behind 
From where we came 

And go round and round and round 
In the circle game 

 

The image of a carousel—essentially, a merry-go-round—as a 
metaphor for time does capture some undeniable truths. Seasons 
do in fact come and go, entirely independent of any human 
initiative. There is, in fact, a cyclicality to much of life...a sense that 
patterns do recur, that both human strengths and human frailties 
do endure, that the episodic highs and lows of life do tend to even 
out over the long haul. And, indeed, we can’t go back in time,  

Over  

only forward. We can make amends, seek forgiveness, and repent. 
But we can neither un-do nor re-do anything. What’s done is done.  
 

I can tell you that these truths apply to church work specifically, 
just as they apply to life in general. The carousel of church life 
keeps going round and round. The seasonality of the church year—
with picnics and potlucks, Advents and Lents, Christmases and 
Easters, pageants and cantatas, holidays and special services—can 
feel unrelenting at times. There is cyclicality, reflected in any 
number of metrics including worship attendance and financial 
stewardship. Good times give way to more challenging periods, and 
vice-versa. Some efforts are successful; some not so much. 
Moments of brilliance are often followed by humbling missteps. 
There are plenty of un-seized opportunities that can never be 
recaptured. Amid both triumph and regret, there’s no going back. 
One can only press on.  
 

In all sorts of ways, brother Joel’s imminent retirement is both 
good news and bad news. For OCC as a congregation, we mourn 
the loss of his leadership—skillful, steady, and sensitive. At the 
same time, we recognize the timeliness of all that’s recently 
happened surrounding the role of senior minister. Some might say 
it’s serendipitous or providential. 
 

For Joel and Jan, too, this is no doubt a bittersweet moment. We 
figure they’ll miss us (probably a good bet). But at the same time, 
they’re ready to embark on a new leg of life’s journey. In a matter 
of days, they’ll hop into their newly purchased RV and hit the road. 
Unencumbered by the responsibilities of the pastorate, they’ll be 
“going up the country.”  
 

In short, Joel and Jan have a chance, for the first time in decades, 
to step off the carousel of church work. For the first time in 
decades, Sundays will be theirs to do with as they please. For the 
first time in decades, Christmas preparations won’t include writing 
sermons. For the first time in decades, meetings and hospital visits 
and weddings and funerals won’t encroach upon their evenings and 
weekends.  
 

The carousel of time continues for all of us, of course. But, for Joel 
and Jan, the carousel of church work will soon be a thing of the 
past. The carefree time that awaits them, for both leisure and 
adventure, is most certainly well deserved. They depart with our 
gratitude, our admiration, our well wishes, our prayers, and our 
love.   


