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15 December 2002 (Advent 3)
 
 
“Alleluia, the great storm is over. Lift us your voice and sing!” Welcome back after the ice storm. Thank God, the storm is over and everybody now has power. Today it’s appropriate that we are singing and celebrating “Joy Sunday,” the Third Sunday in Advent. After 90 percent of our households in Durham have been without electricity, it’s time for some joy! There was a news headline a few days ago that said: “The Joy of Power.” For today, we can also invert those words and say, “The Power of Joy.”
 
When we’ve gone without benefit of lights and heat for a week, we can take delight, joy, in having our power restored. The joy of power! But in our Advent hearts, we also know the power of joy!
 
Since the storm, have you noticed how some phrases have now taken on new meaning? “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light.” After we regained power at our home, one of our children placed a sign on the front door: “Power to the people!” It’s time to do some rejoicing.
 
There are times we don’t appreciate something until it’s gone. We may not know real joy until we experience the stress and disorientation of some large inconvenience or struggle. I hope we’re stronger because of our perseverance through the recent storm. 
 
But can we know joy, even without electricity? Can we know joy in the tough times, the dark times? 

This is one of the great questions of Advent. We know that there are events that test our souls. But the power of joy can poke through the darkest clouds and the worst storms. 
 
Joy shows up at unpredictable times, often in the transition times—while we’re waiting, while we’re stranded, while we’re on our way to some destination, or while we’re staying with the in-laws, friends or neighbors. 
 
I believe that John the Baptist, even with his rough, brusque manner, was filled with joy as he announced that Jesus was coming. John was a forerunner, a transition person.
 
What was the joy he knew? It was the clarity he found from standing in the presence of God. Joy is different from happiness, which is a fleeting feeling of well being. Joy is deeper. Joy comes from knowing that, whatever the circumstances, whatever our feelings, we are surrounded by the presence of God. “In God we live and move and have our being”---our joy.
 
When we are aware of that presence, we may still endure fatigue, frustration and worry. But there’s a basic delight in being alive, and a joy that comes from cherishing our life, living with the clear awareness of God’s presence. At Advent we prepare to receive God’s presence in the tender form of a baby. In this amazing gift, we discover joy. “How great our joy,” as our choir sang early in this service.
 
Today our Choir will also sing some joyful music, the much-loved choral work “Ceremony of Carols” by Benjamin Britten. Why are we so drawn to music, especially in this season? 

It’s a pleasure to sing together; but the clearest answer is that music draws us closer to God. The melody and text draw us into the presence of God, where we find Joy. 
 
We sing our joy, and we are changed by the rhythms and melody, the beauty and grace of music. This is especially true of Britten’s work we sing today.
 
We find joy in the power of music. We find power in the joy of music. We find God in the music. We find joy in the music.
 
In this season of Advent, may the joy of God-with-us send us into such delight that we will keep singing through any storm. God is with us! 
 
Thanks be to God for the gift of joy that fills our lives!
 
Amen.
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