December 13, 2009
The Joy God Wants for Us
Philippians 4:4-7

If you’ve heard me preach on this before, it’s because this is one of my “go-to” passages in scripture. I think everybody who reads the Bible has them. Favorite texts, verses that offer comfort or hope or just seem to distill the Gospel in a few simple words. This is one of them for me. I read this when I need to remember what this is really all about. “Rejoice in the Lord always” is a good thing to remember. 
I love the way Eugene Peterson translates it for his version of the Bible called The Message:

Celebrate God all day, every day. I mean, revel in him! Make it as clear as you can to all you meet that you’re on their side, working with them and not against them. Help them see that the Master is about to arrive. He could show up any minute!

Advent is the season of getting ready for Jesus to arrive. It’s a ‘practice’ season, if you will – a chance to practice living that anticipation, that hope, that joy that are part and parcel of the Christian way of life.

The world does not always associate Christianity with joy. Christians are often seen as dour, judgmental, serious and boring. Unfortunately, there’s good reason for that caricature, especially in the Calvinist tradition. 
The Puritans didn’t even celebrate Christmas.
 It was considered too showy, too flashy, not somber enough. That kind of frivolity was simply inappropriate. All honor of God should show decorum, awe, even fear of the Lord. There’s nothing trivial about God and we should avoid anything that seems to trivialize our faith. 
Now, I get that, and I really do believe in the Presbyterian mantra “decently and in order.” I’m not someone who would ever get comfortable being ‘carried away’ with emotions in church. 

There’s an old story about a Pentecostal woman who comes into a Presbyterian Church for worship. Right in the middle of the sermon she starts shouting out, “Yes, Lord!” and “Preach it, brother!” and “Amen!” During the prayer she starts crying and swooning and shouts even louder. Finally an usher comes up to quiet her down. She looks surprised and says, “Nothing’s wrong, honey, I’ve just got the Spirit!” To which the usher says drily, “Well, you didn’t get it here.” 

Sadly, it’s a little too true.

I read a story recently that broke my heart. The author, a professor at Iliff Seminary, wrote about his grandmother and her experience of church. He said, 

Late in her life, my grandmother started attending a church different from the one in which she had been raised and that she had attended for most of her years. When I asked her about her new church home, she said she liked it there because of the positive message she received. For the first time in her life, she felt God’s loving presence. “God wants me to be happy,” she said. “I never knew that before. I thought church was about keeping me from doing what I was not supposed to do. And I never felt like I was good enough.”
 

I never felt like I was good enough. How sad is that? How true is that for many of us here?
God wants us to be happy – to be content – to be filled with joy, and with the peace that passes understanding. God wants that for us. That’s why Jesus came, for heaven’s sake. For heaven’s sake, for our sake, so we could taste and see that the Lord is good, that God’s mercy is from everlasting to everlasting. It has nothing to do with whether we’re good enough to deserve it. It has to do with how loving God is, and what God wants for his creation. 
What is it that keeps us from joy? From the joy God wants us to have in our lives?

Now, I want to be very careful here. I don’t want to add another thing we’re ‘supposed’ to do because we’re Christians! We’re not ‘supposed’ to feel happy all the time. There’s too much pressure already to put a veneer on our lives to pretend that things are better than they are. That’s not joy, that’s suffering masked by our need to be “OK.” In our culture we learn how to present well; we look better than we feel inside. I remember a piece of wisdom I learned years ago from a wise old soul: Never compare your insides to someone else’s outsides. You never know what’s going on in their ‘insides.’ 

The writer Barbara Gerlach puts it this way: 

I have little patience for the blind joy of those who fail to see the sufferings of the world. I am skeptical of those whose joy seems forced, happy no matter what befalls them. But there is another joy – deeper than the good times and bad times life metes out, stronger than our best attempts and sorest failings – a joy that lifts us when we cannot lift ourselves, a peace that grasps us and returns us renewed. 

That’s the kind of joy God wants for us. Deep down in your bones joy. Joy that is honest about the hurts and the sorrow and knows the pleasure and the laughter, and sanctifies all of it, all of it, because God is in it all. 

God wants that kind of happiness for our lives. Contentment. Comfort. God wants that for us now. Not when we’ve somehow earned it, or are good enough to deserve it. Not when everything in our lives has settled down and there isn’t any pain any more. That day will never come. If we wait for everything to be perfect, it will be too late. We will die never having tasted the joy God offers us. 
There was a movie that came out some years ago called Awakenings. A doctor came to work in a hospital with a special ward of patients. Every one of the patients was in a deep coma, though no one knew exactly what was wrong, or how to cure them. The new doctor wanted to try an experimental drug; it couldn’t hurt, and maybe it could help. One by one the patients awaken. One by one they come back to life. Tragically, the ‘cure’ doesn’t last, and one by one they slip back into their comatose states. 
But for a moment, they are alive. They don’t know how long it will last, if it will last, how much precious time they have. All they know is that life is astounding. 
One night, in the middle of the night, one of the patients, Leonard, calls Dr. Sayre. He sounds urgent:
We’ve got to tell everybody, we’ve got to remind them; we’ve got to remind them how good it is. 

How good what is, Leonard? The doctor asks. 

Look at the newspaper – what does it say? It’s all bad, it’s all bad. People have forgotten what life is all about – they’ve forgotten what it is to be alive – they need to be reminded – they need to be reminded what they have and what they can lose – 

That what I feel is the joy of life, the gift of life, the freedom of life, 

The wonderment of life!

That’s what God wants for us. That kind of joy. 
So, here’s what I say to you:
To those who are grieving, let your sorrow be sorrow; do not feel that you need to look happy or be happy when your heart is so, so heavy. But so much as you are able, find something to treasure each day; some moment of beauty, some tender kindness, some word of comfort, a memory that brings a smile. Cherish those moments of joy; and know that God sanctifies both your grief and your joy.

To those who are depressed, do not add “be happy” to the list of things you feel you should do but can’t; don’t beat yourself up for feeling tired or useless or empty. But do get help for your sorrow. There is help. God does not want this torment for your life. 

To those who are anxious and afraid, perhaps this is a ‘go-to’ text for you as well. Maybe it is for all of us who need to hear this over and over again: 

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your contentment be known to everyone; the Lord is coming soon. Do not worry about anything. Instead of worrying, pray. Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know your concerns. Before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, a peace that transcends everything, will hold your heart and your mind in Christ Jesus. 

And who knows, maybe we will feel it, too: the joy of life, the gift of life, the freedom of life, the wonderment of life – God’s loving presence. 
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