Sermon for 08:30 Service Gaudete Sunday
So here we are at the third Sunday of Advent – over halfway through our journey to Christmas. I don’t know how you respond to Advent, but I have heard it described as both beautiful and mysterious. Some people may find it unsettling and anxious, a feeling that perhaps the advent hymns promote. The bible passages set for advent continue that theme with the prophetic calls for repentance, the warnings to watch and wait, the urgency to prepare for what is coming. We hear about those who are unprepared for God, tenants who are surprised by the sudden appearance of their long-absent landlord, sleepy bridesmaids waiting with empty oil lamps for the bridegroom to come.
But today, the advent mood undergoes a dramatic change. Today, the third Sunday of advent is known as Gaudete Sunday. This originates from the Latin phrase Gaudete in Domino semper: iterum dico, gaudete. Now my school did not offer Latin as an option so I apologise if my pronunciation isn’t everything it could be but it apparently translates as ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say rejoice’, taken from Phillipians 4 v 4. 

The readings lose that dark tone and in the season of penitence there is suddenly a focus on joy and celebration. The readings from Isaiah set during advent begin with a hope that God will bring about change, that he would shake the earth and reveal himself, reflecting the exiled people’s longing for God to restore them to their land and their roots. In the second week of advent we lit the candle of peace, and hear Isaiah speaking on behalf of God – comfort, O comfort my people. God is responding to his people’s cries.

So this morning our advent candle symbolises joy. Gaudete Sunday.
But perhaps there are many people who don’t feel much like rejoicing. Maybe their mood is better suited to the rest of Advent, darker, more anxious, unsettled. That could be for a variety of reasons, not least of which is the state of the world. There is so much uncertainty, fear and worry around at the moment. The financial crisis across Europe, potential redundancies, benefit cuts. The news is full of gloom it seems.

Perhaps that is why the darker feeling of advent speaks to us with greater resonance than the joy emphasised by this Gaudete Sunday. But the joy we hear in our passage from Isaiah today is based on a solid promise that things are going to change. People are going to be freed from captivity, people are going to be healed, people are going to be blessed. There is good news.  We live in a damaged and dark world but we know it’s not going to be like that forever.

That is something else that Advent reminds us of. That we live in the in between time, the time of the already but not yet. Jesus has already come, the Kingdom of God is available to all, but the whole world has not yet been wholly transformed. That will happen, when Jesus comes again. We rejoice now because of what God has already done, and also because of what he promises to do. There’s a poem by Madeleine L’Engle on the theme of advent one verse of which reads:
We cannot wait till the world is sane
to raise our songs with joyful voice,
for to share our grief, to touch our pain,
He came with Love: Rejoice! Rejoice!
We rejoice despite grief and burdens, both personal and public. Paul encourages us to express joy always, in good times and bad. He repeats it to ensure we get the message “Again I say rejoice”.

Clearly for Paul Joy is a normal part of the Christian life, not something we have to psyche ourselves up for, not something we have to muster up, but a gift of the Holy Spirit – something that bubbles up inside us, often unexpectedly and unbidden. Joy does not depend on the material things around us – we see that inspirationally in the worship of Christians in the third world. Paul himself we know burst into song when he was in prison in Phillipi with his friend Silas. In verse 10 of our old testament reading Isaiah expresses that same joy – I delight greatly in the Lord, may soul rejoices in my God.
Of course joy is not confined to Christians, but the joy that we have in God becomes a way of life, an inevitable consequence of our relationship with him. It is something that enables a believer in the midst of tragedy to express their grief, but also a recognition that God is good, and that he is faithful. But I am sure that we also want to avoid the rather embarrassing image with which certain kinds of Christianity are often portrayed? I mean what some people, perhaps rather unkindly, call 'happy clappy' Christianity. We certainly don't want people to think that our joy is something shallow, a thin veneer of surface cheer that papers over all the sadnesses of life, an empty, unthinking or self-deceiving joy. The joy of a Christian must be anauthentic joy, a joy that goes all the way down -- all the way down to even the depths of grief.

This means that true Christianity faces the reality of the world in all of its sadnesses head on. More than that, it means that our faith should lead us to search out the causes of sorrow, including most especially our own sins and weaknesses that can cause such pain to those we love, and to those we have never met but are called to love in Christ.
A genuine faith means seeking out those whose lives are blighted with deep sadness and standing alongside them, in compassion and love-

.
Not that we should try to cheer them up with words of shallow comfort, but rather that we should enter into their sadness, share in their grief, suffer with them -- that is what the word 'compassion' means, after all. And we do so knowing that it is we who are privileged, rather that doing them any favours. By doing so we perhaps begin to understand, the paradoxical teaching that 'happy are those who grieve'.
They are happy because they shall be comforted. But this comfort itself is not without its pain. After all, it is the same birth of Jesus that Gabriel proclaimed as a message of joy which also Simeon rightly predicted would bring to his mother the pain of a broken heart.

Of course life can be hard. There may be people here this morning who feel its burden, who might be worn out, worn down, or depressed. Just like the exiles in Isaiahs time, God speaks to us through his word. I bet like me you in the New Year you will have seen the queues of people waiting at shop counters to exchange those ill-considered or unwanted Christmas gifts. Well in Isaiah 61 we see God offering to exchange those painful or unwanted parts of our lives for something better – 

Bring me your sadness says God - – and I’ll give you joy 
Bring me your problems - I’ll give you solutions 
Bring me the things you don’t understand – and I’ll give you answers 
Bring me your unsatisfying lives - I’ll give you real meaning 
Bring me the ashes of your life - I’ll give you something beautiful in return. God is about restoration and transformation. He will not leave us in darkness or captivity. He will set us free.
So we don’t have to wait for Christmas to rejoice. On this Gaudete Sunday we can recognise that Jesus is already among us, as the church, as our neighbour, through the bread and the wine which we will shortly be sharing. But we are also waiting. Waiting for God to do something else, something we may never have expected, something that brings us closer to him, that releases us from something that has had a hold on us. Something that may enable us to experience the joy of knowing him in a new way, a deeper and more profound way. Joy is integral to being a Christian – May we all discover that anew this advent and this Christmas.
Amen.

