JOY

Sermon for the Third Sunday of Advent, December 12, 2010

Readings: Isaiah 35:1-10; James 5:7-10; Matthew 11:2-11

Sermon text: 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.  Isaiah 35:1

This is the third of a series of sermons on Isaiah. The first two dealt with Isaiah’s prophecies of the reconciliation among peoples, the second with the restoration of creation, and this week with proclamation of coming joy.

There is a lot of talk about joy and rejoicing this time of year. We certainly hear it in Isaiah: the text this morning opens and ends with joy. It begins, “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 (Isa 35:1), and concludes, “And 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” (Isa 35:10).

Note the future tense. We are promised joy, everlasting joy—but not necessarily joy now. Now we are in the wilderness. I want to talk about being in the wilderness, on the way to the promised land, on the way to everlasting joy, in a moment. But first I want to share a bit about my personal experience of this time of year—and the way sadness shares the landscape of our heart this time of year. 

A little show and tell. First something fun. A Christmas card from my friend Fred Cray. He is an artist, a photographer, and Eli’s godfather. Each year he sends a wonderful triptych of photos as a card. As you see there is always a lottery ticket –which I am careful never to scratch!—a self-portrait—a bit wild but that’s Fred---and this year a photo of a wall with a sign on it reading, Merry Crisis. Merry Crisis. I know that season.

Here are two memorial plaques. They are for the two benches in the Memorial Garden—benches my mother and I donated some years ago—but I haven’t got around to mounting the plaques. Not sure why. But let me read them. The first reads: Jane Halister Calkins, May 21, 1958 – December 23, 1958. My sister. She died two days before Christmas. I was a little over three years old. One of my first memories is praying for her soul in heaven. Can you imagine my mother’s state? Jane had been sickly form birth. Then she caught a flu bug. She died. My father was away on business. My mother tells me the Episcopal priest in the little church in Wayne, Pennsylvania was a huge help. Father Green. I am glad he was there.

The other plaque is in memory of my daughter, our firstborn, Emma Jane Calkins, born December 14, 1987, died December 16. She was born prematurely and died in my arms. It was and remains the saddest moment in my life. 

Six weeks later my father died. Those deaths kicked off a spiritual crisis for me. And it only began to be resolved two years later with the birth of our son, Elias, who will turn 21 on December 27. That was a joyful occasion. I reflected on it in a poem I wrote on a long night of journaling in February of the following year. I remembered all of the deaths, and other issues, but I concluded with this short poem: 

O Elias my nine pound son!

I hear you in the bedroom crying!

It’s 7:24 in the morning of February 3rd
and Mary is up changing your diaper!

The day has lightened, I see it has snowed!

Overcast and seasonably cool is the day’s forecast!

I remember now so clearly when I held you

in the hospital, only 6 lbs 13 then

with a little plum chin and a pruney forehead!

I wrote a poem for you that day

that I’ve put in this scrapbook with some pictures

for the day you are a father and want to know

what you were like as a child

of small weight

less than a cat

sleeping crying kicking

wiry frog legs

unfocused opal eyes

open for a second

blinking in the new light.

So I know about sadness in the midst of joy—and joy coming anew after a season of grief.

We are all travelers, pilgrims in this life. And this life is not paradise. We do not dwell securely in the promised land. We start off like Abraham in some far off country—and only come to realize we are called to a land God will show us. Sometimes we are caught in bondage, enslaved to some addiction of other master—Egypt. Other times we may be in exile—hardly better off-working for foreign masters, longing for home. But most often I think of myself as somewhere on the road to the promised land—but in the wilderness. It took the Israelites 40 years. It will take me a lifetime. The wilderness has its times of rain and plenty and beauty and joy. But also its times of dryness, pain, and grief. That is where the people are when Isaiah makes his prophecy. They are in the wilderness, on the way. So are we. So are we.

Isaiah tells them that God is with them, and is sending someone to prepare the way. As Christians, we understand this prophecy to mean John the Baptist—and the Way to be Jesus Christ. We are blessed, my friends, for we have been shown the Way. And thank God the Way is such that, as Isaiah says, “no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray.”  Even fools—the Lord knows I can be counted among that tribe often enough—will not be lost. 

There is joy in that thought, joy even now. Yes, there is joy to come, joy in heaven, joy everlasting. We will make it the promised land some day. But even now there is joy to be found. It is with us, though sometimes buried beneath the noise or the sorrow. 

Let’s try an interactive demonstration of this truth. A friend of mine this past week did an exercise with a clergy group—we were talking about all the busy-ness of the season that distracts us from preparation and reflection about the miracle of the Incarnation. Let me try a version now. The front half of the left side of the church: you are the personal in our lives. The self. Each of us is going through things in our soul, in our hearts and minds. It is quietly noisy, and seldom silent. Rub your hands together. Hear the small sound. 

The back half of this side: you are the family life. We all have one. It is in hyper drive now. Planning to get together with parents, “broker the happiness” of children, buy presents for nephews and nieces—all of the planning and prep and whatnot of family life. Clap your hands. Keep it up –and don’t stop rubbing over here.

The back half of this side: you are work life, or school. Still happening even as Christmas approaches, still reports due, projects underway, bosses, teachers, all that. Every day. Tap the back of the pew in front of you. That is work getting heard. 

Keep rubbing, clapping, tapping. Now, you, in the front right half. You are community life. All of the engagements and obligations of being a member and citizen. The grade school party, the sports event, the church and its choirs and committees, the friendship circle, the Christmas cards, the parties…all very active this time of year, good stuff but somewhat overwhelming. Stamp your feet. 

Rub, clap, tap, stamp. This is the sound of life as we know it. It is noisy and can be overwhelming this time of year. A lot of it is good stuff, sometimes there is sorrow—and we remember in our deep selves the blue parts—but our culture wants us to keep up the dancing, the music, the noise. 

When I count to three, stop. One, two, three. 

Silence. 

May the peace and joy of God be with you now and always.

Amen.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins
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