Christ is Coming- Joy!
Advent 3
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11, 1 Thess. 5:16-24, Psalm 126, John 1:6-8, 19-28
December 11th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


I’m sure you have all at one time or another heard Wednesday, the midpoint of the work week, referred to as “hump day.”  You start work Monday morning, crawling out of bed, sometimes without the best attitude.  You work your way up the hill to Wednesday.  By Wednesday, you’re halfway there, you’re over the hump, and can begin to go down the hill as you look forward with great anticipation to another weekend.   

In the season of Advent, the third Sunday is like “hump day” in the work week.  In the Christian church, Advent developed as a way to prepare for the coming of Christ into our lives and hearts once again.  Because we know his amazing sacrificial love, it makes perfect sense to use the weeks before Christmas as a time to examine our lives and prepare to celebrate the birth of the savior again.  And so, for the first two weeks, we’ve heard words like keep awake, repent, and prepare.  Something incredibly important will soon take place, and we need to be ready.  

But now in week 3, things change.  It’s like hump day.  We’re halfway to Christmas, and the mood shifts from one of somber reflection to one of joy.  Historically, there were Christians who fasted during Advent, and week 3 meant they had passed the midpoint of the fast.  The end was drawing near and their spirits were lifted.  The emotion was now one of joy.  It won’t be long until we will celebrate the birth of the Christ child.  The traditional pink candle in the Advent wreath is a visible sign of this shift in mood.

 Today’s lessons are all about the joy of knowing God is with us.  Are there any more joyful words than those of Isaiah, chapter 61?  Listen again to a few verses.  “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, for he has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor!”  And then verse 10, “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness.”  
And hear again these words from our Psalm, Psalm 126.  “When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream.  Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy; then it was said among the nations, “The Lord has done great things for them.”  The Lord has done great things for us, and we rejoiced!”
And then there is Paul.  “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”
Now we don’t typically think of John the Baptist as a particularly joyful man.  But in the gospel of John, John the Baptist is not the stern prophet calling people to repentance.  In John’s gospel, John the Baptist is all about pointing to the one that is to come, whom he calls the light of the world.  I don’t know about you, but when the power comes back on after an unexpected power outage, I’m a pretty happy man.  Having light in the darkness is a great joy, and Jesus is that light.

So today is all about the joy in knowing God loves us and God is with us.  But, because we’re human and sinful, there are many things that can rob us of joy.  In the most joyful time of the year, it’s quite possible to be feeling quite the opposite.  And this is not new to us.  

Back in 1843Charles Dickens wrote and published a story you may have heard of titled  A Christmas Carol.  One of the major themes is the attempt to rob the Christmas season of its joy.  The main character has the name of Scrooge, a joyless name if I’ve ever heard one.  The ghost of Christmas past takes Ebenezer Scrooge back to his childhood memories of Christmas and other occasions.


The Ghost begins by showing Scrooge his childhood schooldays. He sees his friends rushing home with excited glee to be with their families for Christmas. But poor Scrooge had to stay at the boarding school for the holidays--alone and unwanted by his family. Instead of a time of joy, Christmas for him was a time of intense pain. Dickens writes, “Scrooge wept to see his poor forgotten self as he used to be.”  

In another scene, Scrooge saw that he had smothered the Christmas spirit and quenched his own joy. He saw this through reliving an encounter with his fiancée, Belle. In this scene she confronts him with the radical change she has seen in him since he had become “a man of business.”

"Another idol has displaced me," she said, "and, if it can cheer and comfort you in time to come as I would have tried to do, I have no just cause to grieve."

"What idol has displaced you?" he rejoined.

"A golden one. . . . You fear the world too much," she answered gently. "All your other hopes have merged into the hope of being beyond the chance of its sordid reproach. I have seen your nobler aspirations fall off one by one until the master passion, Gain, engrosses you."

At one time Scrooge had tasted the joys of life.  But he allowed the painful memories of the past to crowd out the joy, using money and material things to cover up his pain.  
Well, you don’t have to be named Scrooge to allow the joy of the season to be taken away.  Year after year polls reveal the Christmas season is the most stressful time of year.  For far too many of us, our Christmas is defined by the words stress, regret, and debt.  A down economy with so many people out of work makes things even worse.  Add to that personal health problems, relationship problems, grief of one kind or another, and, well, you get the idea.  Joy seems a pipe dream, at best.
So, how can we maintain our joy in the face of so many personal challenges?   Let me offer two simple suggestions. 

First, remember that we have a savior, Jesus Christ, born in us through Baptism, received daily by faith, and living in us by the Holy Spirit.  Scrooge lived most of his life without that hope.  He lived most of his life without that joy.  The birth of a savior is why there is joy at Christmas.  Remember what the angel said to the Shepherds when he announced the birth of Jesus.  “Do not be afraid; for see- I am bringing you good news of great joy for all people: to you is born this day in the city of David a savior, who is the Messiah- Christ the Lord.”

If we choose to, we can allow our personal problems, our nation’s problems, or the world’s problems, to overwhelm us and steal our joy.  But we can also choose to react differently.  We can choose to remember the joy of our savior’s birth.  We can choose to make that our focus.  We can choose to rejoice always believing that there is no greater joy than knowing we have a savior to forgive our sins, guide our life, and provide us with hope of eternal life in heaven.

Every year, when we sing Silent Night at the candlelight services on Christmas Eve, there are always some people that shed tears.  I know their life situation is probably difficult.  Nevertheless, in that moment, there is joy.  It is joy in knowing that whatever it is they’re going through, Christ the savior is with them.  Christ the Savior is born. If we keep to that message, no one and no circumstances can rob us of the joy of Christmas

And there’s a second thing we can all do to not let the world’s stress rob us of the joy of Christmas.  And that is to share joy with others.  If we believe in the savior, if that is our joy, then we are called to radiate that joy as light in this dark world that others might see and find hope.   Isaiah says of the Israelites in verse 3 today, “They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, to display his glory.” I hope  those words will be true of us as well…that we might be deeply rooted in the hope of Christ, growing as mighty oaks of faith, bearing living witness to the goodness of God even in dark days.

So, consider, if you will, how you might cheer up someone you know that is going through a hard time this Christmas.  When you give attention to others, you take attention away from yourself.  Scrooge turned inward, ignored others, and ruined himself.  When we are able to turn out, give to others, and share God’s love, the joy we share comes back to us tenfold or more.
Scrooge said this of his old, happy and joyful employer, Fezziwig.  “He has the power to render us happy or unhappy; to make our service light or burdensome; a pleasure or a toil.  Say that his power lies in words and looks; in things so slight and insignificant that it is impossible to add and count them up.  What then?  The happiness he gives is quite as great as if a fortune."

Scrooge learned something from his visit to the past with Fezziwig.  Joy and happiness are found in words and looks and attitudes, which cannot be counted up like money.  As Christians, we can take this one step further.  Joy is rooted in faith in the savior.  That’s what grounds us.  It can’t be counted like money, but it’s far more valuable.  Nor can it be taken away because of circumstances.  And joy is experienced as it is shared.  When we give it away, we receive it back.

Hump day is here.  Put away the somber and serious.  It’s time to rejoice.  Soon it will be the savior’s birth.  Life may try to take that joy away.  But it doesn’t have to.  We have good news from God.  We have good news to share.  Christ our Savior is born.  Christ is with us.  May that message be our joy this season and for all of our days.  Amen
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