
Advent 3, Isaiah 35 and James 5        Joy Sunday 

 So, when you actually read an article as opposed to just skimming it, you risk the danger 

that you could learn something, and that happened to me the other day while I was looking 

through the Duluth News Tribune.  I have a terrible habit of just skimming headlines and 

ignoring detailed content, but one article caught my eye, compelling me to actually read and 

learn.  Of course, it wasn’t a significant article on world politics, like you might hope, but a 

human interest type article on Christmas cacti-- but still, it’s a start.  I was drawn to learn more 

about Christmas cactus, because I am the fortunate owner of two such plants, each with familial 

significance.  One is a red Christmas cactus that was given for my Mom’s Memorial Service on 

Dec. 19 5 years ago.  She died right around Thanksgiving 5 years ago, and every year this cactus 

has bloomed around Thanksgiving and the anniversary of her death.  Of course, one could write 

that off as mere coincidence, but it has meant the world to me.  The other is a larger pink 

Christmas cactus that is an offshoot of an historic Christmas cactus that originally belonged to 

Phil’s great aunt Anna Nilssen in Stoneridge, New York, the original plant being over 100 years 

old.  It always blossoms around Christmas, pink blooms in front of the windows of our sunroom 

surrounded by a wintry landscape outside.  What I learned from my reading is that there are 

actually two types of Christmas cactus, distinguished by their leaves.  One type typically blooms 

around Thanksgiving, as does the cactus from my Mom’s service; and the other typically blooms 

around Christmas, as does Aunt Anna’s off-shoot plant.  Sure enough, I looked carefully at the 

leaves and realized there was a reason they each bloomed at slightly different times; they are two 

different varieties of Christmas cactus.  I suppose this could have deflated my experience of 

them, but it actually enhanced it instead.  The red blossoms around my Mom’s death anniversary 



speak of resurrection to me; the pink blossoms at Christmas time speak of incarnation to me; 

both of these bursts of color amidst cold, white, and wintry backdrops bring me joy.  Pure, 

simple, joy.   

 This morning is joy Sunday, and we have lessons that feature both joy and blossoms and 

agricultural images.  The lesson from Isaiah is one of the more beautiful pieces of sacred poetry 

within all the Scriptures, portraying a desert in bloom.  And  you know, a desert in bloom has 

some of the same qualities of the unexpected that Christmas cacti in bloom during the winter 

here provoke. Part of the power of the blossoming cactus is the contrast with the winter outside.  

And part of the spectacular impact of the desert in bloom is that one doesn’t expect to find an 

abundance of color and blossoms in the dry wasteland of the desert.  Yet deserts do bloom, 

sometimes gloriously.  I learned that last April in California, the desert had an extraordinary 

blooming, due to a variety of unusual meteorological circumstances.  It qualified as a “super 

bloom” and was literally visible from space.  Wow!  That I would have liked to see!  The 

photograph I found showed an abundance of yellow, orange, and purple blossoms in wild 

profusion.  And that super bloom in the desert is the perfect way for us to imagine this image that 

the prophet Isaiah is painting for us with words: “ the wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, 

the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with 

joy and singing.”   Did you catch who is doing the rejoicing and the singing in this verse?  It’s 

not humanity; it’s the desert itself, the cactus and blossoms themselves.  As the amazing carol, 

Joy to the World, puts it: “and heaven and nature sing”.  Nature can sing.  We know this, because 

we live on the North Shore of Lake Superior. We are presently living in a wintry wonderland of 

rare and celestial beauty, and if you got to see the moon rise on the horizon last week, it was jaw 



dropping.  Heaven and nature sing, and so does a rising full moon, and a desert in bloom, and so 

do my Christmas cactus in the sunroom at home.  They sing, and they sing for joy in the Creator 

and the creation.  

 We are also, in these words from Isaiah, urged to raise voices in singing.  The final verses 

tell us, “The ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy 

shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee 

away.” These words were written thousands of year ago to give hope and encouragement to the 

Hebrew people suffering in exile in Babylon, separated from their beloved homeland, people, 

and Temple, separated from Zion.  They longed to return home, yet they were also fearful to do 

so and dubious that it could ever really happen when the opportunity arose.  God, speaking 

through Isaiah, had some bracing words for these people:  “Strengthen the weak hands, and make 

firm the feeble knees.  Say to those who are of a fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear!  Here is 

your God.”  It’s as though God understands the hesitancies that could paralyze those exiles as 

they consider returning home:  Aren’t their knees shaking too hard and their hands too weak and 

feeble to take up the challenge of return and rebuilding?  Aren’t their fears too numerous to allow 

them to take those first steps of the return journey?  “Not so,” God assures them. “ I am with 

you. We do this together.  You’ve got this.  Not only shall you return, but the desert wilderness 

around you will burst into a super bloom of joy, and you will also sing songs of rejoicing.”  And 

if these words seem a little far removed from us, since we are not in exile in Babylon, about to 

trek through a desert to our homeland, I would suggest we might want to consider that we can 

relate after all.  Don’t we all have a longing for a homeland, a place of blossom and color, where 

wild animals are tame, where there is no illness or death or weariness, where there is an 



abundance of all that is needed for all?  Aren’t all of us in some kind of exile or other, fearful, 

cautious, angry, grief-stricken, fearing to take those steps that lead us towards a brighter future?   

We are not so unlike these ancient Hebrews in exile.  We have longings, we have fears, and we 

are promised God’s presence and God’s joy. 

 That thread of joy continues in our lessons this Joy Sunday in Mary’s song, the 

Magnificat, our lesson from Luke 1 this morning. This young woman, likely a teenager, facing 

the monumental challenge of a divine and unexpected pregnancy, sings.  And she sings a joyful 

song.  And I have to say that while we often marvel at Mary’s youth and tend underestimate the 

young among us, we are wrong to do so.  Thank about our Christmas concert last Sunday, think 

about Eddie Ojard, Tyler Stark, and Gunny Skadberg, all of whom performed and delighted us.  

Think about our church and community children who put on the Living Nativity and brought 

joyous moments of wonder and happiness to all who watched.  Think about Time Magazine’s 

person of the year, Greta Thunberg, the 16 year old Swedish climate activist, passionate in her 

defense of the environment and so impactful on the global community.  You don’t have to be old 

to have an impact.  And you don’t have to be all grown up to sing a song of joy under 

challenging circumstances.  Or to give birth to the incarnate God in Jesus.  Or to change the 

course of history by graciously receiving this unexpected gift of a child from God that will 

completely turn your life upside down.  All of which Mary does, as she sings, “My soul 

magnifies the lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior”.  As we sing her song using the 

Holden service every Sunday of this Advent season, we raise our voices in joyful song with her. 



 This all sounds well and good, but of course, there is a hitch—namely, that we may not 

be easily experiencing joy this Advent. We may still find ourselves in exile, or in a desert with 

few blossoms, or singing a song of lament, rather than of joy.  Not that we can’t experience joy 

in the midst of struggles, just as we can experience glimpses of light in dark times.  But still, for 

those who are feeling exiled rather than ransomed, this can be an especially difficult time.  

Perhaps the words from James may bring us some help in this regard.  In our lesson from James 

we don’t hear, at least directly, of joy, as we did from Isaiah and Mary.  But we do have another 

agricultural image, as did our lesson from Isaiah.  We don’t hear about a desert in bloom from 

James, but rather we hear about a farmer who sows a crop. Let’s consider how those two images, 

though both involve growing plants, differ.  The desert in bloom is something that happens of its 

own accord, so to speak, correct?  One doesn’t go out and somehow make the desert bloom, 

anymore than we cause fields of wildflowers to happen in our native environment.  Nature, out 

of the goodness of the Created order from God, does the heavy lifting in these instances.  But a 

farmer growing a crop is different.  Such a person is intentionally looking to bring about a 

desired result in cooperation with nature and God’s created order. I mention that cooperation 

piece, because after all, a farmer can’t make a plant germinate per se, but a farmer can plow a 

field, sow seeds, water and weed, and then…..wait.  That’s the hard part, isn’t it?  The waiting to 

see the results of your labors, hoping that all goes as planned.  What does a farmer need, along 

with a willingness to work hard and a temperament that is not averse to risk?  Patience.  “The 

farmer,” James tells us, “waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it until it 

receives the early and the late rains.”  Which sounds quite fine, until he takes the shine off his 

words by adding, “You also must be patient.”  Really, James?  We must be patient?  Because 



patience is a constantly growing edge within me, at least. Of course, not everyone is as impatient 

as I am, but certainly our culture is.  Everything around us is all about instant gratification.  

About convenience.  About fast results.  About being in a hurry.  About right now.  At this time of 

year, this is especially true!  We hurry from one activity to the next.  We shop online with 

Amazon Prime because it’s so convenient and fast—and no one loves Amazon Prime more than I 

do!  If we must go out to shop, we head to the Mall or a huge discount store, so we can get 

everything done in one convenient effort.  Being holly jolly and merry takes a lot of energy, so 

we are encouraged into a near frenzy of hasty effort and instant self-gratification.  None of this is 

about patience at all.  Patience is knowing that the growing crops need time.  They need the early 

rains.  They also need the late rains.  And for those of us past a certain age, isn’t it encouraging to 

reflect that there are both early and late rains, and both matter?  Again and again, I must remind 

myself that things take as long as they need to take.  I can’t hurry and flurry them along.  The 

crop takes as long as it takes to complete the growing process.  We are to be patient for it, 

knowing that within God’s good created order, there will be growth, there will be fruit, there will 

be harvest.  Not according to our agenda or schedule, but in the time it takes.  Patience.  Letting 

go, letting God, trusting in God’s process and timing, waiting---not waiting irritably or fretfully, 

but patiently.   

 And perhaps that is how it is with joy as well.  Sometimes we have to wait.  Joy has a 

way of sneaking up on us, of breaking in upon us, even in the midst of times that are not so 

overall happy or pleasant.  We wish we could make ourselves and everyone joyful, all the time.  

And right now! Not possible.  Sometimes we just have to wait.  Advent is a season that looks to 

teach us about waiting, as we wait for the coming of Christ at Christmas.  But it is a hopeful 



waiting.  A patient waiting.  An expectant waiting.  A waiting with an awareness that God is with 

us.  And when God is present, cactus bloom, and heaven and nature sing, and young people make 

an impact, and Mary is pregnant with the Christ child, and joy unexpectedly makes a visit.   This 

Advent, let us be aware of waiting patiently and expectantly for the ways God brings us joy.   

Amen.  

 


