3RD  Sunday in Advent



JOYFUL, JOYFUL?


Traditionally, Advent was a penitential season, much like Lent, and until a few years ago, these two seasons shared a common liturgical color, purple.  And because it was a time of fasting, penitence and renewal, it could be a difficult time.  And so in each of these seasons of “hard Sundays,” it was traditional to have a Sunday of “joy.”  A day when the emphasis was upbeat and celebratory.  Traditionally, this third Sunday, was the Sunday of joy.  And in case you didn’t catch it, read our second lesson again.  Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.


And so today I want to talk to you about joy…two stories.


The first I share with the permission of two dear friends, Ullie and Jochen Aufhammer.  These dear folks were next door neighbors of our Lubica and they came to church here when Lub invited them.  They came and they never left.  Until a month ago…when our lousy immigration policies took them back to Germany, but that’s another story that I would be happy to share some day.   We really got to know this dear sister and brother during Lubica’s illness.  They were an absolute Godsend.  And during our many long days and nights at the hospital in Boston, we learned much about each other and our families.  And it was in that context that we learned of Captain Florian Schleiffer, their son, who serves in the German army.  And when he was sent to Afghanistan, we waited with them, we waited and we prayed for his safe return.  And when that joyous day came, we celebrated.  Can you imagine the joy.

It was a joy that would turn to sadness when Flo was sent back for a second tour of duty this year.  In some ways the anxiety was all the worse.  He was scheduled to come home next year, and so what joy when Ullie wrote, right around the time of their arriving in Europe, to tell me he was going to get home the end of November. And so I was patient till the 27th and I couldn’t wait any longer, and I called, and Ullie said no, he’ll be home in two days…I’ll let you know.  And literally as Flo’s plane touched down, the call came, filled with joy and excitement that couldn’t be bound.  Can you imagine.  I wrote Ullie to tell her that I can feel her joy even in her letters.  What a gift.


Second story.  I need to tell you that I never hear the verses of our second lesson without thinking of my father’s funeral.  Pastor Hansen, who served our parish in Camden for just 18 months, married us, tutored me in Greek for a year, and buried my father…a lot in that year and a half.  My dad died very young, very unexpectedly.  And then my dear friend shows up at the funeral and reads these verses, “Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say, Rejoice.”  I wanted to stand up and shout, “Are you crazy?  My father’s dead and you’re telling me to rejoice.”  It took me time.  It took me a bit of time, to feel the gift of these words.  Its kind of easy to feel joyful, celebratory, good, when all is well.  It is a gift of faith to feel that joy in the midst of the challenges, trials and tragedies of life.


But that is where joy is a very special gift.  To hear the Easter message in the face of Good Friday and death.  To have hope…is joy.  To hear the promise of Scripture that God is with you every day, no matter what.  Read that passage from Zephaniah…he will renew you in his love…he will bring you home and gather you in.  That’s a big hug…that’s care…that’s joy.   And in a world where everything seems to change…where the baubles of the world prove empty and shallow, God shows us how much he cares by sending his son…whose ministry gives meaning and purpose to life.  That’s joy.


Joy comes down…and the people of God are lifted up.  
