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On this Sunday, called Gaudete from the Latin for “rejoice,” 
rejoicing is a thread woven through the Scripture readings.

There is the joy of the exiles returning to Jerusalem, 

the joy of Mary in the Magnificat (responsorial psalm),

 and St. Paul’s insistence that the Thessalonians rejoice at every moment.

What is notable in each instance is that joy is not a vague sentiment 
nor an abstract concept.

It wells up in response to very concrete signs of God’s providential care.

The question facing us today is, “Can we rejoice when so many things are going wrong?”

Our economy is in such frightening trouble that countries around the world

feel its impact.

Unemployment is high and threatens to go higher.

Millions go without health insurance.

Many families find themselves one paycheck away from welfare.

The looming clouds of terrorism never go away.

Our country’s leaders face daunting tasks both here at home and abroad.

And some of us have personal problems that wear us down and will not go away either.

When we look squarely at all these troubles, how are we supposed to rejoice?

In the darkness, how can we glimpse the light of God’s providential care?

When the prophet Isaiah calls out for joy, the condition of the people of Israel  
is much worse than our condition today.

Even though these captives are leaving the land of their exile and returning home,

there is no reason for Joy among the people.

They come back from exile in Babylon with nothing but memories.

What was not torn down was left neglected.

What the Babylonians did not destroy, neglect, wind, sun, and rain ruined.
There were times when life looked better back in exile, in captivity in Babylon.

In the midst of this difficult time of return, Isaiah rises up with his song.

He sings of Joy and stirs their hopes with memories that tell of God’s presence,
so they can have the energy  to begin to rebuild their lives.

The heart of this prophetic spirituality is Joy, and Isaiah’s message to us rings out 

with the same challenge and hope as it did to those first re-builders.

His message of Joy is timeless and still speaks to any who rebuild their lives.

After the death of a loved one, or the death of a relationship following divorce;

it is time to rebuild.

After the loss of a job and all the dreams that the job may have sustained,

 or some terrible mistake ruins hopes and shatters plans; it is time to rebuild.

Joy makes this possible.

Easily confused by a culture that would dope itself on possessions and pleasure, 

Joy is not the same as happiness—

that fleeting, momentary response to pleasure and delight.

Happiness comes from happenings that are positive and pleasant.

Happiness never lasts.

It vanishes in the face of trouble and trial.

While happiness may evaporate, Joy penetrates, permeates and persists 

despite everything that can go wrong.

When Paul tells us to “rejoice always, in all circumstances give thanks,” 

he is not telling us to cheer up.

This is not about mere cheerfulness, looking on the bright side of things.

Paul is not speaking about the joy of the light-hearted and carefree, 

but about a deep-down joy at the core of our being.  

This kind of Joy awakens in the heart with the presence of God.

The Joyful are those who recognize and perceive that presence 

and “enjoy” the companionship it provides.

It comes from remembering all that God has done for us.
The believer who holds to the promise that God is present in all things 

remains joy and hope-filled in the face of any disaster.

Joy is possible for those who know and believe that God loves them and that God’s gifts are without end.

Christian joy is a deep contentment that remains with us 
because we are in the hands of a loving God who desires only what is good for us.

We have known this joy even during difficult times because our faith tells us 

that God is a loving parent who cares and watches over us.

We are going to be reminded of this truth at Christmas, when we recall 

that God sent his only Son, of whom the prophet Isaiah foretold:

“The Lord has anointed me, he has sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor, 

to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to captives and release to prisoners.”
Jesus brings new life, his life, into these death-dealing situations.

Jesus brings glad tidings to the lowly by giving himself to the Samaritan woman
at the well, quenching her thirst for divine love.  
She leaves the well rejoicing, singing a song to all she meets:  
“Come meet someone who has told me everything I have ever done.”

He continues to bring glad tidings to the lowly, to all of those, 
who like the Samaritan woman, are ostracized by life’s circumstances, 
who look for love in all the wrong places, who are thirsting for God, 
even though they may not know it.

Jesus heals the brokenhearted by restoring lepers to their families, 

being able to touch and be touched by spouses and children, 

rising up to new life at the healing touch of Jesus.
He heals the broken heart of the widow of Nain, restoring her only son to life. 
Wherever Jesus is, hearts that are broken by sorrow spring back to a life of joy.

To widows and widowers suddenly alone after a lifelong companion has died, 

the Lord Jesus brings the joy of new relationships and a new life.

He brings liberty to those held captive by sin, like the woman caught in adultery.
Like this woman, death is the just result of our choices against love, 
of our decisions to disobey God’s commands, but Jesus restores us to life, 
reconciling us to God, bridging the gap.

And to those imprisoned by fear, like those first disciples behind locked doors,
he brings new life.
When we are scared to step out of our comfort zone, our zone of safety, afraid to take the risk of loving, Jesus comes to draw us from death to new life, from fear to trust to joy.

In all of these ways, Jesus brings Joy, because He gives us the gift of Himself.

He does so in a special way tonight in this Holy Eucharist.

He is the love that never leaves us—his life-giving presence is the source of Joy.
God never promised to make or keep us happy.

God simply promised to stay with us always.

This companionship, this presence, is exactly what the Incarnation of God is all about—immediate presence.

It is why the Birth of Christ, the beginning of God’s presence among us, 

is announced as it is time after time:

“I bring you tidings of Great Joy,” says the angel to shepherds.

It is why John the Baptist leapt for joy in the womb of Elizabeth.

It is why Mary is so exultant, it is why angels and Magi rejoice.

They have a spiritual gift, the gift of joy, bound up with the person of Jesus 

who is the presence of God.

