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Each year we set up the Advent wreath
here beneath the cross
and we use it to mark the time
of waiting for Christ's coming.
His coming as a child born in Bethlehem at Christmas, obviously.
But, also marking the time of our waiting for
his coming in to our lives wherever and whenever
an empty manger within us awaits his arrival.
Three of the Advent candles are purple -the same color we use during Lent
in the weeks leading up to Jesus' death on a cross.
Purple is the color of royalty because Jesus is the King of Kings.
But, purple is also the color of the
self-examination and repentance
as reminder that even though we are
preparing for God's coming to us in Jesus,

there is spiritual work that we must do
to prepare to receive Jesus into our hearts and our lives.
Each of those purple candles has a name.
The first Advent candle is the candle of Hope,
the second is the Candle of Peace
and the fourth, which we will light next Sunday,
is the candle of Love.
The candle we light today, on the third Sunday of Advent,
is not purple though.
Today's candle is pink.
Why is the third Advent candle a different color?
It's because with the third week of Advent
we have passed the halfway point
on our journey to the birth of the Savior.
We have turned the corner.
The end is in sight.
The light at the end of the dark tunnel can finally be seen.
The One we have been waiting for,
the One we have been seeking,
is nearer than ever.
And so, the name of the pink candle is Joy.
There's a name for this Sunday, also.
Gaudete (gaw daw tay) Sunday.
Gaudate is the Latin word for Rejoice.
And rejoice is the first word in the passage I just read
from the Apostle Paul's letter to the Philippians.
"Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice."
Rejoice in the Lord. Always.
Always?

Paul goes on to say, "Do not worry about anything,
but in everything by prayer and supplication
with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God."
There are times we feel like rejoicing and giving thanks.
Christmas can be one of those times.
All the celebrations. The gift- giving. The caroling.
The birth of a Savior. Immanuel. God with us.
All reasons to rejoice and be thankful.
But there are times when joy and gratitude are
the farthest things from our minds, aren't there?
And if we are grieving in the present,
fearing the future,
or regretting the past,
Christmas can also be one of those times
when we don't feel joyous or grateful.
Instead of God-With-Us
it can feel like God is not with us.
As a pastor, when it comes to ministering to the needs of someone
whose life seems to be falling apart,
my first instinct is NOT to encourage them
to rejoice and be thankful in what they are going through.
And if I did, I shouldn't be surprised if their reaction
was something other than joyous and gracious about my advice.
Back in the days before "smiley faces" evolved into
emoticons we add to our emails and texts
to let the recipient know how we are feeling,
they were found on buttons or bumper stickers,
usually accompanied by a caption saying,
"Have a Nice Day!"

Eventually, this message was met with
a backlash of other bumper stickers,
also with the familiar round, yellow smiley face,
only the smile was turned down into a frown
and the eyes glowered menacingly.
And, the caption read,
"Don't tell me what kind of a day to have!"
The last thing people who are going through hard times
want or need is shallow empathy
and a Pollyanna-type of optimism
Paul is someone though, who COULD get away with
telling people to be joyful and thankful
no matter how bad things were going.
Mainly, because when he wrote this letter,
encouraging OTHERS to rejoice always,
things were going about as badly as you could imagine, for HIM.
You see, Paul was in prison.
With a possible death sentence hanging over his head.
Not for a law he had broken,
but for being true to what God was calling him to do.
As a matter of fact, this wasn't the first time
Paul had gotten himself thrown into jail
for speaking out about his faith.
For a "Saint" he had accumulated quite a rap sheet for himself.
He had also been publicly flogged and beaten and attacked by mobs.
All for trying to be what God called him to be.
Because life can be that way.
We may be doing what we know is right.
We may be living as faithfully as we know how.

But, what we get in return
is a rebuke instead of a reward.
It would be a mistake though, to assume that
Paul is trying to minimize the problems they face
by comparing them to what he was going through.
Sure, most of us could say that
whatever problems we are facing,
someone, somewhere, has it worse than us.
But, Paul isn't telling us that we should rejoice
because life could be worse than it is.
Nowhere does it say, "Rejoice always in knowing
things are not as bad as they might be."
What it does say is, Rejoice IN THE LORD, always.
The real reason we can "rejoice always"
rather than worrying about everything
is laid out in four short words found in this passage.
"The Lord is Near."
The Lord is Near!
No matter what it is we are facing,
we are not in it alone.
What is most important is not what we're up against
or who opposes us,
but who is with us.
God hasn't abandoned us.
The justification for not worrying is not that our problems
don't present a genuine cause for concern,
but that we don't have to carry the burden alone.
"Do not worry about anything," it says, "but in everything
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LET YOUR REQUESTS BE MADE KNOWN TO GOD."
That doesn't mean that God isn't aware of what
we're going through until we pray about it.
What happens when we pray is that our praying
lifts us out of the place of feeling alone
in whatever we are struggling with,
and places us in the power of an awareness
of God's presence with us.
Where there was worry and anxiety, we can know peace.
"And the peace of God,
which surpasses all understanding,
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus."
This peace of God surpasses all understanding
because it defies the logic that says that
the health of our inner being is dictated solely
by our outward circumstances.
When the sense of power available to us because the Lord is near
stands up to our sense of powerlessness
at feeling we are on our own
and the odds are against us,
we have turned the corner on our trials and tribulations.
We begin to see the light at the end of the tunnel.
Our minds and hearts, will be in the safekeeping of Jesus,
instead of at the mercy of our circumstances.
Even before we see any evidence that those circumstances
have changed for the better.
About 600 years before Paul wrote these words,
a prophet by the name of Zephaniah proclaimed
a similar message to the Jewish people.

The nation had suffered much at the hand of enemies,
corrupt leaders and the turning away of the people
to the worship of foreign gods.
There was good reason for the people to give up hope
of God ever delivering them from the disasters
that had come down on them.
Despite all the doom and gloom that surrounded them,
Zephaniah preaches a message that explodes with joy.
"Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel!
Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!"
The justification that Zephaniah gave for rejoicing
when life offered only misery
sounds a lot like Paul's reminder to the Philippians
that they could rejoice always because
the Lord was near.
Zephaniah put it this way:
"The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst;
you shall fear disaster no more."
Zephaniah prophesied about a future when
God would save them from their enemies.
God would remove their disasters and
take away their shame and raise them up.
God would save the lame and gather the outcasts.
God would bring them home.
Zechariah encourages the people to rejoice,
even though none of these things had actually happened yet.
Centuries later, at the time that Jesus was born,
the Jewish people were still waiting for
the fulfillment of these promises.

But faith in the promises themselves
had helped them turn the corner
and lightened the load of their troubles
as they were sustained by a renewed faith that
the Lord was in their midst.
Christmas is the season when we celebrate the truth
that God is in our midst.
Jesus is the evidence and the fulfillment
of God's promise to be with us
no matter what else may be going on
or coming apart in our lives.
Advent is more than pretending each year
that we are waiting for something that already took place -God entering into our midst by the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.
Advent is believing that what God has shown us in Jesus
is that our Deliverer is reborn for us
every time we are without hope,
without peace,
and without joy.
As this year nears its end, I know that
many people in this congregation
may consider there to be very little to rejoice about
regarding these last 12 months.
2015 is a year some of us would prefer to forget,
but will not be able to,
because of the losses and heartaches it has brought.
My prayer for you is that you will find yourself
turning the corner on your grief,
your pain and your despair.

That you can know something that,
perhaps others with less burdens to carry,
overlook in this season.
That the Lord IS near.
That God is in our midst.
That however heavily life seems to be weighing on you,
there is a greater reality,
and that is that God is rejoicing and exulting over you.
And where the Lord is near,
joy and thanksgiving cannot be far away.
I also remind you that next Sunday night at 7 pm
there will be a Longest Night Service
to help you claim that presence even at
this darkest time of the year.
I leave you now with this Advent poem,
written by Roberta Porter,
entitled Fullness of Time.
Long ago, in a needy, waiting world,
a journey ended and began.
Stars and angels gathered -the fullness of time had come.
Jesus, Son of God, sent by grace
for the world's redemption,
for our freedom, to become children of God.
And a wounded world waits
as the journey continues.
Sometimes we search the stars
or watch for angel wing.
May we also make time for silence within,

time for awareness of God's gift
of love in Christ,
time for joy,
time to be children of God.
Amen.

