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Introduction to the Scripture

We’ve mentioned a few times the songs of this season are as much a part of the church’s tradition as
the scriptures… Today we’ll hear a scripture that is a song. Indeed, besides the 150 psalms inside the
Book of Psalms, there are a lot of congregational songs that have found their way in-between the
covers of our bibles, woven into the text. So it is in the Book of Isaiah, which accumulated its materials
over time… this song coming a little later than all that came before. It is a song that looks forward to
God’s return of Israel, but in the here and now of the song, it talks about this ritual of water drawing, a
communal reminder of the living waters God promises.

Sermon

“Rejoice! Again I say, rejoice!” Paul writes to the church in Philippi

Taken out of context, this sounds like the kind of scripture that I think would have made my eyes roll
back in my head when I was gloomy teenager. I picture Monty Python singing “Always Look on the
Bright Side of Life.” I think Russian Literature student me in college would have viewed this as some
sort of personal attack on my God-given melancholy. And I will stand up for all those versions of
myself; there are sunshine Christians and there are stormy weather Christians, and I still remain kind of
the latter.

The thing is though, notice I said, “…taken out of context.” Which is code for the preacher trying to
sneak up behind you and whisper in your ear, “Paul’s writing this from a Roman prison!”

Rejoice! Again I say, rejoice!… Writes the prisoner of an empire.

Which means good news for stormy weather Christians, because we get to listen in and ask, “How?
How do we rejoice?”

Today, when we light the candle of joy, was in olden times called “Gaudate Sunday,” the rejoicing
Sunday. It came as a break in the days when Advent was a penitential season in preparation for
Christmas… imagine something closer to Lent, giving up things, and lots of confessions, and well, kind
of a down time.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Isaiah%2012:2-6
http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Philippians%204:4-7


These days, when our culture in particular is bursting into song and carols, I wonder if actually this
Sunday for “joy” can flip the script and help us wonder at the mystery and mechanics of joy… calling
us to find its quiet, reflective core under all the lights and sleigh bells.

If you’re like me, you probably have an allergy to people telling you how to feel. We are constantly
offered this advice, however. We have Valentine’s Day to be in love, and Thanksgiving to be thankful,
and Christmas, well, to feel Christmas-y. But they are complete states: you are either in or out.

Rejoice, Paul writes from prison. Shout aloud and sing your joy, Isaiah writes from exile. In both cases,
the fulfillment of God’s promise of release, of homecoming, of wholeness is to come. Maybe it’s near,
Paul says… but it is not yet. And yet, they are both fueled by joy, and call us and the people of God to
rejoice here, and now. “How?” We mouth again.

See, I think we’ve got it all backwards. We tend to think that all the traditions of this season come
because we are already complete, cleaned up, happy, well-adjusted. We make it hard on others and
ourselves to participate when we are feeling cast-out or down or just lost… when I think really, like
Isaiah’s ritual water drawing, these rituals, these traditions, are to connect us again to the mystery and
wonder that can begin to stir in us that joy which we say will be fulfilled in a stable, unclean,
surrounded by those that wouldn’t fit, wouldn’t make the guest list. We think that joy is the
precondition to this season, when maybe this season is the seed of joy.

How?
- A seven year old girl died in the custody of this country this week, having crossed the border on her
way from Guatemala. Her name was Jakelin Call Maquin. 15,000 migrant children are in now our
custody.
- The Sandy Hook Elementary School was evacuated—on the sixth anniversary of the shooting that
claimed 26 lives—this week, due to a bomb threat.
- Corruption swirls around us, and I wonder if our children see it, and wonder at it… at us.
How do we rejoice?

And then, in all the tender worry for our children, I find where Paul and Isaiah must have gotten their
gumption: in their stubborn insistence that this imperfect life is perfect because God is coming to
perfect it. We see it, from generation to generation in the church and in our lives… our children carrying
hope like new and living water even when we dry and deserted and alone. Last week, the children had
the sermon in the pageant.

The German mystic, Meister Eckhart said,

If I were alone in a desert
And feeling afraid,
I would want a child to be with me.
For then my fear would disappear
And I would be made strong.
This is what life in itself can do
Because it is so noble, so full of pleasure, and so powerful. [1]



If I were alone in a desert and feeling afraid,
I would want our children to tell me the story of the pageant again.

Tell me about the wonderful stars… that sometime show up a little late in the story.
Tell me how adults, who ought to have learned to be ashamed, and to make themselves cold and sit
back when our children are playing, instead spring up and become innkeepers, and animals, and
angels of any gender identity with a laugh and a gleam.

Tell me how a woman who was just barely grown out of being a child herself would carry God as a
child, and keep God safe for us all, through travels and hidden escapes across borders, and through all
the trials of growing up…

Tell me of shepherds and wise kings would go looking for small child for the hope they could not even
bring themselves to whisper.

Tell me of a God who loves us so much as to come and share our human life with us; without trying to
make that life some clean, sanitized thing. Tell me of God who is right here in the muck with me and
knows that I am not ready for house guests… but shows up anyway in life… so noble, so full of
pleasure, so powerful.

Tell me, again. That our joy is not complete, but it will be. Because then, well, then friends, we are
transformed and can be unafraid to transform the world. To tell our stories: of captives released,
refugees sheltered, tyrants toppled, and all creation made whole again by God’s love and presence.

In the great waterworks of joy in this season, this stuff here, this church, these words, these songs, we
people, we are called to be the plumbing! Rooting ourselves deeply in our tradition, our worship, our
stories, and our faith… that we might be a way to carry those deep springs of joy to a thirsty world.

Rejoice.
Shout aloud and sing for joy! Because the drawing near of God is to us, not to some hallmark card
version of ourselves.

What are your stories that carry water for you? In this season, what are the things that cannot help but
bring you joy? Not because you have to be happy, but because we need that joy buried deep below.
Even if you are so sure there is none to be had, what rituals of God’s coming might you sink yourself
into to pour out your joy?

In the time to come, do not be tricked by empire into thinking you have to be neat, or cleaned up, or
happy, to know the joy that God is with you, and with us. And please, for God’s sake, let people know
that God is with them, too.

In this life, this hope, this peace, this joy… of Christ’s coming. Amen.

1. From Meditations with Meister Eckhart, translated by Matthew Fox  ↩

https://www.amazon.com/Meditations-Meister-Eckhart-Matthew-Fox-ebook/dp/B008PE3T5G/

