
ADVENT 3,  2017   Isaiah 61    Joy Sunday 

 

 The other day I heard a familiar secular Christmas song on the radio that I’ve 

always liked:  “Have yourself a merry little Christmas ,Let your heart be light . From now 

on your troubles will be out of sight. Have yourself a merry little Christmas, Make the 

Yuletide gay. From now on your troubles will be miles away.”  It was being sung in the 

lovely, velvety tones of Karen Carpenter, one of my vocal heroines from the 1970s, and 

for a few moments I was transported into a world of rosy, Christmas bliss.  But then I 

recalled how Karen Carpenter tragically died in 1982 at the age of 32 from complications 

related to her anorexia.  And it struck me that it’s a lot easier to sing about being merry 

and light hearted than it is to actually be merry and light hearted.  That’s always the 

problem, isn’t it, with this time of year?  Everything seems to be urging us to be holly 

jolly and full of merriment, and sometimes we are, and sometimes we aren’t.  If we are—

great!  If we aren’t—not much we can do about it.  Nothing is harder to manufacture than 

holiday merriment or false cheer.  If you should find that Christmas is as difficult as it is 

happy, for reasons of grief, loneliness, financial stress, or illness, don’t feel alone.  The 

exaggerated good cheer all around us quite easily makes even the most resilient feel a 

little flat and down.  Blue Christmas services, often held an evening in December for 

those feeling blue,  are increasing in numbers for a reason.  Lots more people than Elvis 

Presley, or Randi Ellestad, his able impersonator, experience a blue, blue Christmas.   

 And yet here we are, on the third Sunday in Advent, and this is and has been for 

over 1000 years, Joy Sunday.  The Sunday in Advent when a theme of joy runs through 

the Scripture texts, and we light the pink candle on our altar wreath.  What if we don’t 



feel joyful?  Are we bad Christians, weak links in the chain of holiday merriment, just out 

of sync with even the liturgical calendar? 

 I’d like to make an argument that there is a difference between the quality of joy 

and qualities like merriment, light heartedness, happiness, and good cheer.  I am all for 

merriment, light heartedness, happiness, and good cheer, believe me.  I enjoy those 

emotions in myself or others, and I’ve actually experienced some of them this Christmas.  

But, joy, I believe, is different.  Joy is an emotion or an experience that involves depth 

and is dependent on faith.  I believe that even while grieving, angry, or struggling, we 

may have moments of joy---not light-hearted happiness, but joy.  Joy being an emotion or 

experience that reflects trust in God, an awareness of God’s presence, and that may be 

expressed through tears as readily as through laughter.  I believe that joy is the genuine 

thread that runs through Scripture and our faith and Christmas and this Sunday in Advent.  

Joy can exist in adversity, in the same way light can penetrate darkness.  So, let’s think 

about that a moment.  

   Christmas, as we celebrate it in our northern hemisphere, is in 

many ways an act of defiance.  It is our Scandinavian version of thumbing our nose at 

Mother Nature.  It’s cold outside; so we drink hot cider and hot chocolate and gather 

around blazing fires.  It’s dark outside; so we light candles and adorn our homes and 

yards with lights.  The world outside is monochromatic, gray and white and brown; so we 

decorate with gold and green and red and blue and all manner of bright colors.  Isolation 

and depression are frequent visitors during this kind of season; so we gather together 

even more than usual and attempt to make merry, one way or another.  We can’t hear the 

music of the wind in the leaves right now, but we make music of all sorts and types in our 



carols and songs.  We don’t see blossoming and budding in  dormant nature, but we 

surround ourselves indoors with living plants and facsimiles thereof---with Christmas 

trees and wreaths and garlands and poinsettias and arrangements with evergreens and 

carnations and roses.  In practically every way possible, Christmas is a defiant answer to 

the cold and darkness of winter.  It reeks of spring in the midst of winter, if you will, at 

the very time when the cold and dark are often most intense.  And this third Sunday in 

Advent, joy Sunday, is another defiant gesture towards the emotional cold and dark that 

can be within us or all around us at any time, but especially at this time.  

 

  You can easily trace the threads of life and joy that run through our first 

lesson. In Isaiah 61, the prophet declares that God will comfort those who mourn, giving 

them garlands and gladness in place of grief and weakness. Recall that last Sunday, we 

had a Scripture text from Isaiah 40 in which the prophet spoke words of comfort and 

encouragement to the Israelites in exile in Babylon, and he urged them to prepare a 

straight road so that the glory of the Lord might come down that road to them.  Today, in 

Isaiah 61, we have a Scripture written several decades later.  Those same Hebrew exiles 

have now returned from Babylon back to Israel, because Persia had conquered Babylon 

and freed the Jewish exiles.  This was an occasion for joy, but not for joy only.  The 

exiles had learned that hard lesson we may all learn at some point that “you can’t go 

home again”---meaning, things change in our absence and we don’t return to the same 

reality that we left.  The return of the exiles to Israel after several decades was 

bittersweet—their nation had been ravaged, many of their family and friends would have 

died while they were away, they faced a challenge in rebuilding their land.  And yet, they 

were home.  They needed encouragement to rebuild, and they needed a voice to express 



their joy in their return.  Isaiah provides both.  In verse 4, he provides encouragement, 

writing that, “they shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former 

devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations.”   

In verse 10, Isaiah gives voice to their joy, seeming almost to sing, “I will greatly rejoice 

in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me with the 

garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness.”  Isaiah then 

goes on to paint two pictures of warmth and  joy.  The first is a wedding.  Of course, 

some people have winter weddings---Chris and Anne Skadberg did—but more people get 

married during milder and more dependable weather.  So this talk of weddings may 

remove us from winter’s cold and make us think of warmer Junes or Septembers.  At 

their best, weddings are occasions for rejoicing.  I’d have to admit that I think my 

wedding day was one of the most joyful days of my life; maybe yours was, too.  Isaiah 

pictures the bridegroom of his era getting decked out in a garland, somewhat like men 

today donning the starched white shirt and cummerbund.  He shows us the bride putting 

on her jewels, maybe like our brides today wearing a family heirloom necklace or 

earrings for the ceremony.  Just as the bride and groom joyfully dress in a unique and 

festive way for their wedding, so we are clothed by God in salvation and righteousness, 

bringing us joy. My daughter is getting married this summer, and I have rarely seen a 

more exuberant bride to be.  Weddings are joyful.   Among other things, they are proof 

that we believe in a future.  A new unified life as a married couple begins with each 

wedding.  And for most of us, a wedding is the biggest party we’ll ever throw.  At their 

best, weddings are joyful, warm, celebrative events that point to new beginnings and new 

life and a belief in the future.  That’s how Isaiah sees God’s salvation. 



 Then, Isaiah shows us a picture of nature in bloom.  You know the saying, “God 

gave us memory so we could have roses in December.”  There’s always something 

especially striking about the contrast of snow and cold with the beauty and color of 

flowers, be they roses or poinsettias or whatever you may like.  Hearing these words of  

blossoms during Advent is a similar kind of striking image: there’s a unique freshness to 

the picture that we might miss if we read these verses in the summer.  We hear Isaiah 

declare to we Knife Riverians, living in snow and cold in December, “For as the earth 

brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord 

God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.”  Isaiah finds 

joy in the spring-up-i-ness of nature, if you will, the deep stirrings of life that come new 

again and again each growing season.  And consider this comment made by a theologian 

and gardener that so struck me this past fall.  She said something like, “gardening is not a 

zero-sum game.  You don’t get back only just what you put in.  You put in a seed.  You 

don’t just get back a seed.  You get so much more, including seeds, in a plant that can 

range in size from a violet to an oak tree.”   Isn’t that so?  How much do we receive in 

gardening in return for our initial investment or effort?  It’s an amazing return!   In that 

same manner, righteousness and praise will stir and spring up before God, and this is a 

cause for joy.   

 The people to whom Isaiah spoke were not having a merry little holiday time, 

feeling light hearted and cheerful.  They were experiencing joy, yes; they were back 

home.  But they also were struggling with changed realities and with all that yet lay 

ahead for them in rebuilding.  Like us, their lives we’re a rich mixture of all sorts. And 

yet, Isaiah assures them, God is with you.  New beginnings happen.  Couples marry.  



Plants sprout.  Lives and cities are rebuilt.  God is praised.  Joy comes because God is 

present.   

 One of the spiritual realities that I believe we all grow in recognizing throughout 

our journey of faith is this: God is the only One who turns death into life, who can bring 

good from evil, who can make a way when there seems to be no way. Whenever we see a 

hopeless situation transformed or good come out of evil, God has been present and at 

work.   God alone can transform dark realities into bright realities of light.  In this history 

of Israel, God has been present and at work for them; he has brought them from exile to 

home and has inspired the process of rebuilding.  Hope is coming from a situation of 

despair.  That kind of reversal or turn-around only happens when God is at work.  People 

who had no hope are hopeful.   And people who are hopeful do things like get married or  

plant seeds, because they believe that God has a future in store for them.  Those are 

activities of the hopeful, as is praise.  This is the fertile ground from which joy springs.  

 Maybe an excellent Advent activity would be for all of us to spend some time 

reflecting on how God has been present for us---when and where and how has God 

turned situations in your lives around?  When was a way made for you when there 

seemed to be no way?  When did a new beginning come out of what seemed to be a 

devastating end?  When did you put in effort dubiously, expecting little, and receive 

instead an abundant return?  How has rebuilding happened, against all odds, for you?  I 

believe we would each discover that God has been present for us and worked on our 

behalf any number of times, transforming some kind of death or weakness into new life 

or strength.  That’s cause for rejoicing.   



 One writer has said, “The quiet winter is the Spirit’s spring.”  “The quiet winter is 

the Spirit’s spring.”  And not one of our northern Minnesota springs, mostly mud and 

slush, but a spring with birds nesting and eggs hatching and buds and blossoms in 

profusion.  We need a springtime of the spirit during the dark and cold of winter.  We 

need inspiration and a reason for joy, and we find it in the coming of the Savior.  It is 

good to know and surprising to realize that although we are often irritable and small-

minded and self-absorbed, we are loved.  And although we often deal with bitterness or 

depression or estrangement, we are saved.  The proof is in the Word made flesh, the baby 

in the manger, the springtime in the winter.  The hymn we’re about to sing is one of the 

oldest songs you’ll ever sing; like Joy Sunday, the origins of this hymn date back 

originally to over 1000 years ago.  Life was no merry little Christmas for these, our 

ancestors of faith, but like us, they were blessed with the presence of God, Emmanuel.  

Like us, and like our Hebrew ancestors in faith, they knew the God who could create a 

future for married couples and gardeners and all who learned that God brings spring out 

of winter and life out of death.  And on this Joy Sunday, they very likely would have 

heard sung, as we shall sing, “Rejoice.  Rejoice.  Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.”   

  

 


