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As we have affirmed in our responsive readings and celebrated in our singing, today is the 
Advent Sunday dedicated to Joy.  It’s a pretty easy emotion for us to express at this time of year.  
With all of the colored lights and special events and anticipation, our whole society seems geared 
toward joy.  As hours of daylight dwindle, no matter what the cultural or religious background of 
our neighbors may be, all seem to have some reason to celebrate, some festival or holiday that 
shines a light in despite of the darkness, some cause for merriment. 
 
So, this time of year is always fun… until it isn’t.  What happens in this season of joy for 
individuals who have good reason to mourn?  How do we celebrate the third Sunday of Advent, 
the Sunday of Joy, if we are still grieving the recent loss of a loved one?  How does the Sunday 
of Joy seem to us if we’ve gotten a layoff notice or a pink slip?  What if our doctor has recently 
given us bad news? 
 
I raise these questions because I’ve experienced each of those situations during Advent in years 
past and I remember how it felt to desperately search for reasons for joy during the “most 
wonderful time of the year” and just how hollow the festivities seemed to me when I could not 
find them.  Those of you who know my personal story may remember that during Advent 1978 I 
was grieving the loss of no fewer than 3 family members and the debilitating illness of two 
others.  My mother had died suddenly that May and in September my uncle’s family had been 
stricken with a mysterious malady that killed my Aunt Bonnie and Cousin Barry outright and left 
my Uncle Bob and my cousin Tonya with neurological damage.  Tonya was the cousin closest to 
me in age and in relationship and to see her that Christmas Eve as a drooling, incontinent, and 
palsied shell of her former self was heartbreaking for me.  It was hard for me to find much joy 
during that Advent season.  Or there was the Advent in 1991, which should have been extremely 
joyful as Connie and I learned we were expecting our second child.  But the day before 
Thanksgiving that year, I was told that my position with Mount Holyoke College would be 
terminated on the last day of the year.  Happy Advent!  And then there’s this year, when I find 
that my hopes for controlling my diabetes without insulin have finally come to naught after 
nearly 18 years.  I’m doing way better with this news than I was on Wednesday but I’m not 
going to pretend it wasn’t a blow. 
 
I am by no means extraordinary in these major and minor griefs during the season of joy.  I 
suspect (and in some cases know) that we could go around the room and all but a very few of us 
could tell stories of Blue Christmases.  David Lose of Luther Seminary lifts up the near-
universality of this experience in his commentary on our Gospel passage for this morning which 
features the imprisoned John the Baptizer: “And so try as we might to deny the darkness of the 
season and our spirits by adding candles to the wreath or presents under the tree, all it takes is the 
loss of a friend or a job or a loved one to prick our good-cheer bubble and leave us in a funk as 
dark and dank as John’s prison cell. And when this happens we too are at best concerned and far 
more often disappointed. Disappointed with ourselves, with the world, and even and especially 
with God, which feels all the worse at Christmastime.” 
 
It is one of the blessings of Scripture for me that no matter what my spiritual or psychological 
state, I can find in the Bible a story or teaching that illuminates my situation.  The devisors of the 
Revised Common Lectionary were wise enough to see that this short passage from Matthew 
addresses those of us with the blues during Advent.  Here is John, whom we heard in all his 
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fulminating glory last week, now imprisoned, awaiting execution, and, not surprisingly, gloomy 
and doubting.  He sends word to his cousin, Jesus: “Really?  Are you really the One?  Or will I 
face my end knowing that the wait goes on?”  As we sometimes feel when we are preparing for a 
Blue Christmas, “why are all these people so happy, anyway?” 
 
But as Matthew records that Jesus taught, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be 
comforted.”  Or as it says in Luke’s version, “Blessed are you who weep now, for you will 
laugh.”  Jesus sent word back to John by alluding to the vision of Isaiah for the Messianic 
Kingdom: “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 
the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought 
to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”  In other words, “Look, cousin: 
what Isaiah predicted, I am doing.” 
 
But how do we respond to this?  Would it not be truthful to say, “Oh, sure, Jesus, that was true, 
then.  But what about now?  There are still people without sight, people who cannot walk, people 
who are shunned.  There are still people who need joy.  What about them?  What about us?” 
 
We live, as we know, in the tension between “now” and “not yet.”  We live in the time between 
the inauguration of the Kingdom of God, when Jesus was born and worked and taught and died 
and was raised, and the fulfillment of the Beloved Community, when all people shall live in the 
fullness of shalom.  Everything that we have done this morning speaks to this idea, though we 
may not have realized it.  We sang both of our yearning for fulfilment, “O come, O come, 
Emmanuel,” and of our conviction that fulfilment will arrive for us, “Rejoice, rejoice!  
Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel!”  “The last shall be first and the weak shall be strong 
and none shall be afraid.” 
 
It’s an interesting word in the English language, “shall.”  We don’t use it much anymore in 
common speaking or writing and we’ve almost lost its unique shades of meaning.  The use of 
“shall” to express the future tense rather than “will” carries with it an implication of command or 
of obligation.  Those of you who have studied the law know that “shall” means something 
completely different to the future than, for example, “may.”  Article II, Section 3 of the U.S. 
Constitution establishes the mandatory annual State of the Union Address from the President by 
saying, “He shall from time to time give to Congress information of the State of the Union and 
recommend to their Consideration such measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.”  
Those of you who were fans of “The West Wing” may remember that Aaron Sorkin used this 
clause as an episode title and a plot point.  The word “shall” implies a promise that will, no, that 
shall be kept. 
 
And while one could pass this off as a quirk in the English language, I am confident that it 
expresses a deeper meaning understood by Jesus and John and the men and women of faith that 
preceded them.  That is why our psalm for the morning invites us to express our joy in the work 
of Yahweh, the Great I Am, whose work in the past set the course for what we experience of 
God’s grace in the present and rest assured of for our future.  “Happy are those whose help is the 
God of Jacob, whose hope is in Yahweh their God, who made (past) heaven and earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them… who executes justice (present) for the oppressed; who gives food to the 
hungry…  Yahweh will reign forever, our God, for all generations.” 
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Of course, there are one or two tricks to living with joy in this in-between time.  Jesus’ kid 
brother, James, reminds us this morning of one of them: “Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the 
coming of the Lord. The farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it 
until it receives the early and the late rains. You also must be patient.”  Now, I’m not a 
particularly patient guy, so this is an important reminder for me.  I chafe at waiting.  The idea 
that we should sing, “Come festively sing WHILE AWAITING the birth…” aggravates me.  But 
gradually, I have come to understand that the waiting is part of the blessing.  The waiting time 
gives us the opportunity as the Body of Christ, to take up the mantle of Jesus, to assume his 
mission to bring good news to the poor and release to the captives, to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor and to feed and clothe and house those in need. 
 
It is that active kind of waiting, that serving while waiting, that makes the waiting palatable to 
me and, in fact, allows me to enter into the joy of Advent.  With the promises of God in Christ in 
mind, with the shall-ness of Beloved Community in my heart, I can tire myself in service to God 
by serving you and this community and then, in the words of the hymn, “Rest beside the weary 
road and hear the angels sing.”  By remembering to be patient for the Kingdom to become 
manifest in new ways and by working toward that reality myself, I can shed the blues that often 
come with waiting and tap into the joy whose first glorious rays we can see breaking through the 
gloom. 
 
I imagine those disciples of John who carried his questions to Jesus from their teacher’s prison 
cell were none to gentle in their interrogation of the Galilean cousin whose fame was quickly 
surpassing that of John.  “Are you the One?” was a challenge.  Sometimes, I feel like they must 
have.  “How long, O Lord, how long?”  How much longer must we wait?  Jesus knew that the 
people were hungry for a word of hope and joy; that’s why they went out to the wilderness to 
hear John in the first place.  They didn’t go for a message as common as reeds in the wind.  They 
didn’t go for the “official proclamation” of those in power who cared little for them.  They went 
to hear a word that they could trust was from God.  They got it from John and they got it from 
Jesus: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the 
dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.”  God’s work was happening and 
it is still happening.  This is reason for joy!  God has made us a part of the work.  This is reason 
for joy!  And joy, as the great French Jesuit philosopher and paleontologist Pierre Teihard de 
Chardin wrote, “Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God.” 
 
My sisters and my brothers, we have done good work together here and the work has just begun.  
You have made yourselves available to new work that is coming, pledging your prayers and 
support to joining together with other Baptists to show our love to the world, opening our doors 
to those from far away and those whose traditions are different from ours.  There is a future and a 
hope for this congregation and that is also great reason for joy. 
 
“For lo, the days are hastening on, by prophet seen of old / when with the ever-circling years 
shall come the time foretold…”  We serve the One who was and who is and who is to come and 
Jesus calls us to join him in service to our Loving Creator’s world.  That is where we will find 
our joy; that is where we will find our peace; that is where we will find our hope.  Let us 
proclaim the Good News of the season: Emmanuel – God is with us.  Thanks be to God! 


