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Note: This script is the basis for the sermon. The live presentation will likely have had 
differences and digressions when presented... 

 
The journey towards Christmas continues. Two weeks ago, we began the journey by 
contemplating the idea of hope. Last week, we spoke of John the Baptist coming to prepare 
the way for Christ. This week we are spending time with the idea of “joy.” 
 
One of the pet peeves that I carry around with me shows its face almost every year on the third 
Sunday of Advent. Here’s the core of my struggle: In my heart and in my head, there’s a 
difference between joy and happiness. Although there is a tendency to see joy and happiness 
as synonyms in the English language, joy is something far deeper. 
 
When I was younger, I did not understand this difference and that it would come to mean 
something to me. Like most people, I rarely gave a thought to the difference between joy and 
happiness. Every December, I would go to church and watch as the candles were lit one by 
one. On the third Sunday, Rev Paul Robinson would talk about joy and I would smile and nod 
with the practiced skill of someone who was listening while thinking about something else. If 
you are one of the people who know that skill, I have to tell you that my family had it down pat. 
 
I would listen to “the Rev” as he liked to be called. After church I would  tell him it was a good 
sermon on the way out and then listen to Christmas carols in the car. I would hum “Happy 
Holidays” without a second thought about what the Pastor had said about joy. 
 
A little over a decade later, I was a young pastor who was just beginning his ministry in the 
town of Canisteo. I had come to believe in God deeply, studied, prayed, and had been sent 
forward by my home church to enter ministry. I was a young father with a tight budget who was 
still finishing seminary, so there were few places we could afford to eat as a family. One place 
where we occasionally ate was a fast food restaurant by the nearby grocery store. I won’t use 
the name because I am sure they wouldn’t want to be named in this sermon. 
 
It was in the depths of the coldest parts of December when I first put words to the fact that 
there was a meaningful difference between joy and happiness. I pulled up to get a cup of 
coffee to warm up on my way to seminary when I saw the sign. In big, bold letters it said in 
festive colors: “Joy to the Fake Rib Sandwich.” I stopped and stared at the sign for a good 
thirty seconds… It was a good thing it was December because a fly could have flown in my 
mouth as I sat there slack jawed and stunned.  
 
I had never really given a thought to the difference between joy and happiness until someone 
tried to pretend that a cheap sandwich could give me joy. Who exactly did they think they 



were? As I sat there staring at the sign, I thought of all of the joyful songs I had sung over the 
years. One song went “Joy to the world” followed by words about a savior reigning or the Lord 
coming, but none of the verses sang “Joy to the world, the sandwich is come.” It was “joyful, 
joyful, we adore Thee” not “joyful, joyful, buy a sandwich.” I was deeply upset at the choice of 
words in that advertisement. 
 
I would love to say that I let it go quickly, but let’s be honest: I’m my father’s son. Besides not 
getting a cup of coffee at that store until they took the sign down, I kept thinking about the 
difference between joy and happiness. I didn’t mind in the slightest if someone found 
happiness in a sandwich and I would even allow for some joy to come from a sandwich if 
someone went a long time without regularly eating, but the sign bothered me deeply because 
joy is meant to be special. You shouldn’t be able to order joy from a drive-thru window. 
 
I eventually found that the root of my struggle came out of those Sundays I spent as a boy 
nodding my head as Rev. Paul talked about the meaning of joy in church. We would light that 
pink candle on the Advent wreath and then talk about something deep and meaningful. The 
church had taught me that joy meant something more than happiness. 
 
Consider what we have in our reading from the Gospel of Luke this morning. There’s a visit 
between Mary and her cousin Elizabeth. As Mary arrives, we are told that Elizabeth’s son John 
leaps for joy in the womb. Yes, the words used to describe what John does is that he “leaps 
for joy.” Elizabeth is then filled with the Holy Spirit and says: (Luke 1:42-45) 
 

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has 
this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? For as soon as I heard 
the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who 
believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” 

 
These words are deep words! Elizabeth describes Mary as blessed deeply and thoroughly. 
Mary’s son will be named Jesus and it is this Jesus whose birth we celebrate at Christmas. 
Jesus does more than make the world a little happier: Jesus changes the world.  
 
In the past few weeks, we have talked about how the world is broken and in need. Two weeks 
ago, we spoke of how the prophets called out for God to be Emmanuel which means in English 
“God with us.” The child Mary carries is both fully human and fully divine: the One person who 
can truly bring hope into the world. The prophets have pointed to the deep need of humanity 
and Christ comes to fulfill God’s promises of love and mercy. Surely this calls for a reaction 
deeper than the response you might have to a sandwich at a fast food restaurant. 
 
Last week we spoke of John whose message would prepare the way for Jesus. I tried to share 
that John’s preaching had a purpose and that his preaching did more than upset the wildlife on 
the edge of the wilderness. John preached that valleys of struggle be raised and barrier 
mountains be leveled for God. To me, John’s goal was that the lowly would come to a place 



where they could meet a loving Christ and that the rich and powerful would humble themselves 
and meet the Christ that could bring salvation into their lives.  
 
John’s powerful work was for a purpose, because the child that Mary would bring into the world 
would indeed lift up the lowly and challenge the proud. Mary’s child would bring life and hope 
into a cruel world where the way was rarely straight and level. The fulfillment of John’s 
prophecies and hopes surely doesn’t sell for a few dollars for a limited time only. 
 
Indeed, as a child I was taught that the joy that comes at Christmas is more valuable than 
anything a sandwich wrapper can hold. Just look at Mary’s words that have been the theme of 
countless sermons and songs throughout the centuries. The Magnificat inspired countless 
works of art including both the cover on our bulletin and the song which will be sung next.  
 
The words of Mary express a deep faith and when Mary says “surely all generations shall call 
me blessed,” it is a phrase that has held true since the earliest days of the church. While 
Protestant churches have had a difficult relationship with Mary’s role in the church, few 
churches have denied her words. 
 
Mary predicts that the Christ that she is carrying will care for the lowly and challenge the rich.1 
Fishermen, tax collectors, women, and children in our scriptures testify that Christ did care for 
them just as the parables and stories in Christ’s life share with us a story of struggle and 
sorrow as the rich sought to find the way to life.  
 
Mary predicts that the strength of Christ’s arm will scatter the proud and show mercy to those 
who fear him.2 The gospels tells us of multiple times Christ cared for those who were truly in 
need of mercy. Christ fed the hungry, cured the sick, and welcomed the outcast just as we 
have countless examples throughout history of the proud coming to moments where they had 
to choose between their previous life and having faith in Christ. 
 
Mary predicts that Christ’s coming is a sign of God’s favor and all Christian churches have 
agreed with her testimony. Christ comes at Christmas to fill the world with a joy that is far 
greater than any questionable sandwich. Christ comes to fill the world with deep joy. When 
Christ comes, the world changes as it is filled with joy. 
 
So, you might be thinking to yourself something along these lines: “We get it Pastor Rob: 
You’re really mad about that advertising campaign. What’s the point of all of this? Are you 
calling for a boycott or something?” Good question, I’m glad nobody asked! 
 
No, I’m not calling for a boycott: that truly is not the point of this. I am asking that you take one 
question away with you today: “What does ‘joy’ mean to me?” We believe that joy comes down 
and hopefully fills us at Christmas: what does that look like in your life? 

1 Luke 1:52-53 
2 Luke 1:50-51 



 
The early church that gathered in Thessalonica was given this charge by the Apostle Paul. 
Paul wrote:  
 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will 
of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of 
prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil. 
May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and 
body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.The one who 
calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 

 
Think about the advice that Paul gives the church. Think about what brings you deep joy, what 
brings happiness, and what brings neither in your life. Are these things you should “hold fast” 
to in your life? In other words, should you have those things in your life? Is there a difference 
between what makes you happy and what brings you joy? Should the things that bring you joy 
carry more weight than the things that just make you happy? 
 
Paul asks the church to look at their lives. In particular, he asks them to sort out what is good 
and what he terms evil. After telling them to hold onto the good and refrain from the evil, Paul 
blesses them with a prayer that the God of peace would make them holy, keep them well in 
every part of their being, and to keep them well until the return of Christ. 
 
Paul prayed these things for the church of Thessalonica because he believed that God was 
faithful and that God would do these things. I believe that Paul’s blessing holds equally true for 
us, so I will repeat Paul’s blessing with a personal spin. For those who are paying attention in 
order to prepare for the music to come, these are the closing words of the sermon:3 
 

Friends, be filled with joy always. Fill your life with prayers surrounded and filled with 
thanksgiving throughout every season of life, because this is what God meant to 
happen in our lives. Do not quench the work of the Holy Spirit or look down on the 
words of prophets, but test everything, from signs outside restaurants to the truths you 
hold dear in your hearts. When you have looked through the things in and around your 
life, remember the old adage: “Do not throw out the baby with the bath water” Drain 
away what belongs down in the ground and hold onto that which is sacred. 
 
May God’s peace fill your lives and surround every part of you. May the hills, valleys, 
and canyons in your life be lifted up through Christ’s healing. May the hills, ridges, 
plateaus, and mountains be brought low through Christ’s presence. May your way 
through the desert of life be made straight so that you might come to God as a person 
made whole through the healing presence of Christ. May you come to the place where 
you meet Emmanuel with the same thanksgiving and joy that brings you hope 

3 If you’re reading this at a later date, this sermon was preached via Zoom with Pastor Rob at home in order to 
help reduce a potential COVID-19 exposure to the community.  



throughout your journey. The God who makes all things possible is able to do this, so 
step forward in faith, hope, and love surrounded by God’s joy. Amen. 

 
 


