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“Choose Joy” 

Welcome to Rose Sunday, Gaudete Sunday, Joy Sunday. I must say that 
I find it a little strange that we have to insert a Sunday for joy in the midst of a 
season that seems so full of joy. Of course, this goes back to the Middle Ages, 
as so many church practices do, when Advent was considered a little Lent. Our 
Medieval forebears had a thing for contrition, penitence, and punishing the 
sins of the flesh. Despite living in a period that we now consider the Dark Ages, 
it seems that things needed to be even darker than they were for those living in 
that period. Advent in modernity is a season of waiting, expectancy and 
longing, yet it may be that we need the candle and Sunday of joy more than 
ever.  

As I noted last week, Christians, especially those of the liturgical stripe, 
have to struggle with a culture that has turned the season into one of 
consumer frenzy. Advertisers are selling us everything from toys to 
automobiles, from booze to exotic vacations, from gadgets and household 
appliances to jewelry. It seems that there is nothing too mundane or too 
luxurious that cannot be justified as an appropriate gift. Charities of all kinds 
are also in the fray trying to divert some of that cash away from wants for 
ourselves to provide for the needs of others. If Ebenezer Scrooge had not been 
invented by Charles Dickens he would have come to life naturally in ourselves 
as we struggle through the bombardment that characterizes the lead up to 
Christmas Day. 

So the candle of Joy is not such an odd thing in this season. We need a 
little joy as we navigate the waters of this holiday season. And Joy, as I have 
said before, is much more than happiness. This past week I came across a 
quote from Henri Nouwen on just this topic. He wrote, “Joy is not the same as 
happiness. We can be unhappy about many things, but joy can still be there 
because it comes from the knowledge of God's love for us... Joy does not simply 
happen to us. We have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day. It is a 
choice based on the knowledge that we belong to God and have found in God 
our refuge and our safety and that nothing, not even death, can take God away 
from us.”  

When Nouwen writes, “Joy is not the same as happiness.” He is telling us 
there is a difference between the temporary state of happiness and an inner 
sense of joy. I can be happy that I have a good cup of coffee, the sun is out, or 
so many other things. But when those are taken away I can be bereft or I can 
remain joyful. Indeed as he says. “We can be unhappy about many things, but 
joy can still be there.” We have seen this in saints who suffered persecution, in 
slaves without freedom, and in the prisoners of the Nazi concentration camps. 
In each instance, they suffered in body or mind. Many were certainly not 
happy, yet they had a deep sense of joy that no one could take away. Joy is 
what sustained them in their darkest hours.  
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One might ask “Exactly what is this joy and how do I get it for myself?” 
Nouwen writes that joy “comes from the knowledge of God's love for us.” That 
may sound like a very simple concept to understand, yet it is not a guarantee 
of sustaining joy within you. Rather, he goes on to say that, “Joy does not 
simply happen to us. We have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day.” 
Each morning, each noonday, each evening and night we have the choice of 
joy. We can keep with it or we can overlook it or we can reject it. However, like 
choosing to exercise or brush your teeth, the more often you choose joy the 
easier it gets. At some point choosing joy becomes automatic, like breathing. 
When we are confronted by ingratitude, treachery or meanness instead of 
responding in kind we go to our center of joy. We may not be happy but we do 
not get in the pit with those who antagonize us. Oh, they may do their best to 
drag us down there. They may even push us in. However, despite the misery 
and distress that they cause us, our deep well of joy is there to bolster us. No 
matter what is done to us or said about us, no matter the trouble and strife 
inflicted on us by other people, they cannot change the fact that we are loved 
by God beyond all measure.  

As St. Paul wrote, “If God is for us, who is against us?”1 To go back to 
Nouwen, “…we belong to God and have found in God our refuge and our safety 
and that nothing, not even death, can take God away from us.” God is our 
refuge and a Mighty Fortress. That is our security. That is what we trust in. 
The trappings of wealth and security that the world sells this Christmas and 
throughout the year are fleeting. They can be taken from us in a breath. But 
there is nothing that can destroy or take from us our joy in the knowledge of 
God’s love. We can give it away, but it cannot be taken. 

That is why we need joy this Advent season as much as any other. We 
need to remind ourselves that the transitory happiness that we are being sold 
in every form of media is nothing compared to the joy that is in God’s love. It is 
ours for the taking and keeping. If it takes lighting a rose candle every day to 
remind us of it then we should do so. Trust in that and let other things take 
care of themselves.  

The old saying is “you can’t take it with you.” That is true with all things 
but one. You can take God’s love with you wherever you may go, even unto 
death. That, my friends, is something to be joyful about this Sunday and every 
day of our lives.  

                                                             
1 Romans 8:31 NRSV 


