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“O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie!  Above thy deep and dreamless sleep the 
silent stars go by; yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light.  The hopes and fears of all 
the years are met in thee tonight.”  It’s a pretty familiar image for those who celebrate the birth 
of Jesus, the son of Mary of Nazareth, called the Christ, the Messiah.  From childhood on, we’ve 
heard about the birth in the stable at midnight.  Of course, we don’t really know when Jesus was 
born.  We’re told that the angel alerted the shepherds to the presence of the child at night but if I 
was that angel, I might have given Mary and Joseph a little alone time with their baby, a little 
time with the family in the house, a little time for Mary to wash and feed the baby and wash and 
feed herself.  In fact, I might have given them a couple of days before inviting company but the 
angel does say, in Luke’s famous story, “unto you is born this day a Saviour…” 
 
The image, however, is compelling and lyricists and poets have made the most of it for centuries.  
The idea that God’s Anointed One, the hope of all the world, should come forth like a light in the 
midst of darkness is deeply satisfying and meaningful.  By enshrining this tradition, making the 
songs an expected part of our celebration of the Christ child, we confess that the world without 
Jesus is dark and cheerless, a dangerous place.  And we confess that Jesus is, as so many verses 
of the Bible allude, the Light of the World, the realities of his life and teaching leading us the 
way to full and abundant life, life that is lived in the dawning of the Beloved Community of God. 
 
We celebrate that concept here at Good Shepherd Baptist Church with our traditional candlelight 
service on Christmas Eve, which we end every year by extinguishing the electric lights and 
singing “Silent Night” by the light of the candles on the communion table and in the Advent 
wreath, including, for the first time during Advent, the Christ candle, from which the flame is 
shared among all of us as we hold small white candles and lift them together as we sing.  Less 
obviously, we commemorate those same ideas of the darkness of our world and the light of Jesus 
on this third Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of Joy, Gaudete Sunday, the Sunday of the pink 
candle. 
 
The symbolism of Gaudete Sunday is less obvious and less familiar to most of us.  To begin 
with, we must remember that in the long history of the Church, Advent has mostly been seen as a 
solemn time of preparation, a shorter version of the Lent before Easter, complete with fasting.  
The Lenten and Advent colors of purple or, in some traditions, blue are colors symbolizing 
contemplation, repentance, even mourning.  This is a very different approach to the season from 
our culture’s insistence on forced jollity, the whirl of parties and a spasm of giving and therefore 
spending.  But the history of this season in the Church does include this Sunday of Joy, the pink 
candle among the purple ones.  As we prepare our hearts and lives for the coming again of the 
Christ, as we prayerfully consider the role of hope and peace and love in our lives, we are 
encouraged not to forget joy. 
 
The reality of life, of course, is that it’s not really that hard for us to be aware of the darkness of 
the world in which we live.  This week, I have been especially reminded of the darkness of fear 
and sorrow as they accompany sickness and death.  We have all been praying for David and Dee 
Thompson as David attempts to marshal his strength for another round of rehab after another 
stroke and Dee struggles with her fears of being left alone should David decline.  We also 
received the news this week that Michelle Ray, wife of Bob Ray, a former member of this 
congregation, had succumbed to the lung disease which had plagued her in recent years.  I know 
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that those of you who remember that family have been grieving that news.  I received sad tidings 
personally this week as well.  When I was growing up at Kirkwood Baptist Church, one of my 
mentors was a man named Bill Crouch, a good friend to my parents and my Sunday School 
teacher when I was in fifth grade.  When I was a young teenager, Bill invited me to join the 
Long-Range Planning Committee he chaired at KBC – they thought it would be a good idea to 
include a member of the youth group in those discussions.  It was my first “grown-up” 
committee and it feels like I’ve been serving on committees ever since.  He always had a word of 
encouragement for me as I was preaching my first sermons as a high schooler, as I came and 
went from Kirkwood during my college years, as I applied for seminary after some spiritual 
wandering during those same years.  Bill was always delighted to see me whenever we would 
visit that church through the years and as recently as last summer, he made time to stop by the 
pastor’s study to say hello to me as I got ready to preach in the 10:30 service.  He’d just been in 
the 9:00 service and had a family function to attend so he couldn’t stay but he wanted me to 
know how sorry he was to miss my first sermon there in 36 years.  That’s the kind of friend I had 
in Bill Crouch.  But his son, Steve, posted on Facebook on Wednesday morning that Bill had had 
a serious stroke and by that afternoon it was known that he would not recover.  Bill passed away 
on Wednesday night and although I am confident that he is safe in the arms of God I am 
nonetheless deeply grieved by the loss of my old friend in this life.  As I think of my own grief 
and the sorrow and fears of so many others, it is easy to recognize the darkness that is abroad in 
this world. 
 
The darkness takes other forms, too.  Many of you are aware that I am wearing black today as 
part of a nationwide campaign to raise awareness of the ongoing tragedy of the devaluation of 
the lives of Black Americans.  While all of us here today are going to have varying opinions on 
the individual cases of Michael Brown and Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri, of Eric Garner 
in New York City, of Tamir Rice in Cleveland, and so many others, the indisputable facts are 
that people of color and particularly black men do not receive equal justice in this country.  
Racial profiling is real.  Being stopped for “Driving While Black” is real.  No one should be at 
risk of death for selling a cigarette or playing with a toy gun or even for stealing a handful of 
cheap cigars. 
 
Black lives matter.  I understand that by saying that, by posting it as a slogan on Facebook, I 
invite the criticism of those who would say, “But Chris, all lives matter!”  And to those who 
would say that, I respond, “Well, bless your heart of course they do.”  Of course all lives matter.  
Those of us who gather as the Body of Christ on Sunday mornings should be particularly aware 
of that because we affirm through our very presence that God so loved the whole world that God 
gave the only Begotten Son, so that whoever believes on him should not perish but have eternal 
life.  It is not the will of God for any to perish.  All lives matter.  “Red, brown, yellow, black, and 
white, they are precious in his sight.”  The problem is, our Black brothers and sisters are being 
told again and again by our culture that their lives do not matter as much as the lives of white 
people, that it’s OK that schools in predominantly Black neighborhoods are underfunded, that 
it’s OK that Black families average fewer assets and less income than White families, that it’s 
OK that White police officers shoot their babies and their men because they are scared of them.  
Well, it’s not OK.  It’s not OK with God and it’s not OK with me and it shouldn’t be OK with 
anyone who claims to follow Jesus, who was a poor, illegitimate, brown-skinned man who was 
killed by the “peace-keepers” in his country on trumped up charges. 
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So, yes, I’m wearing black today because I believe that Black lives matter.  I’m wearing black 
today because I believe we’ve got stop being distracted by all the shiny things our culture waves 
at us in Advent and get back to the ancient Church tradition of being aware of the darkness in the 
world.  I’m wearing black today in the spirit of one of my boyhood heroes, Johnny Cash, a poor 
kid from Arkansas like my momma, who used to sing that he wore black “for the poor and the 
beaten down, / Livin' in the hopeless, hungry side of town, / I wear it for the prisoner who has 
long paid for his crime, / But is there because he's a victim of the times. / I wear it for the sick 
and lonely old, / For the reckless ones whose bad trip left them cold, / I wear the black in 
mournin' for the lives that could have been, / Each week we lose a hundred fine young men.” 
 
But it is Gaudete Sunday, the Sunday of Joy, and so I also wear this pink tie.  You see, in spite of 
the oppressive prevalence of the darkness around us, I still believe in the promise and the reality 
of joy.  Our scripture from the prophet Isaiah today holds up the promise.  God sent him, he says, 
to bring good news to the oppressed, to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom to those in 
captivity.  That was also the word that Jesus preached to his neighbors in Nazareth.  It is the 
word that has been given to us to share with our neighbors.  God loves us.  God will set things 
right.  Our resident Hebrew scholar, Pam Scalise, taught me that is the true meaning of verse 2; 
it’s not about revenge, it’s about making things right.  God has a blessing for us all, comfort for 
those who mourn the loss of loved ones and for those who grieve the injustice of the world.  God 
will cause justice to spring up.  Christ has conquered death.  There is nothing for us to fear.  The 
light shines in the darkness and the darkness cannot overcome it. 
 
For our Call to Worship this morning, I chose to have us read together from the Song of Mary, 
the Magnificat found in Luke, chapter one.  Despite the fact that I alluded to it in last week’s 
sermon, it is in fact listed as an alternate to the Psalm in this week’s lectionary readings and I 
thought it was too good to pass up.  Isaiah said that the spirit of the Lord was upon him and I 
hear that same spirit in what Mary sang.  It is another iteration of God’s promise to make things 
right.  The good news to the oppressed is that God has looked with favor upon the lowly.  The 
action of God to make things right is in scattering the proud and dethroning the powerful in favor 
of the powerless; feeding the hungry while the rich are sent away without the extra that they 
crave.  In order for the world to be healed, sometimes those of us who have been on top need to 
take our turn on the bottom.  Sometimes those of us who have had more than enough need to do 
without so that those who have done without for a long time can enjoy an abundance for a while.  
Sometimes, we need to remember that God will supply all our needs but not perhaps everything 
we want. 
 
Sometimes, it seems that our road to joy is blocked by all the darkness in the world.  But joy has 
been promised to us and by the One who is always faithful.  Sometimes the darkness 
overwhelms our vision because we have become captive to it.  We have believed the lies that the 
darkness tells:  the lie that we can be like God and never die; the lie that our life is the only one 
that truly matters, that if we throw ourselves down, God will send angels to bear us up because 
we are the only one that God truly watches over; the lie that we can have everything we want if 
only we will be faithful servants to the darkness.  These are the old, old lies: the lies of the 
serpent in the garden, the lies of the tempter in the wilderness.  But, thanks be to God, God has 
sent us the one who is the truth.  God has sent us the one who embodied Isaiah’s promise and 
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who comes to all of us with good news, with comfort, with release, with joy.  God has sent us the 
one who is the light of the world, our Savior, the one who will set us free.  Let us hear, once 
again, the Good News from our choir, and let us prepare our hearts to welcome, once again, the 
one who sets us free.  Thanks be to God. 


