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Philippians 4:4-7 

Canticle 9 

Luke 3:7-18 

 

He is the last and greatest of the prophets, 

But there is no denying it – 

John the Baptist is strange.  

And what is strangest? 

It’s not actually his diet – 

The “bits of insect wing in his beard,”i  

As one contemporary poet puts it – 

It’s not his clothing – 

Though speaking of his clothing,  

You can find many different explanations 

For what is meant by clothing of camel’s hair, 

From a scratchy, smelly hair shirt 

To a soft, lustrous, bespoke camel’s hair coat, 

Suitable for staying warm and dry in the wilderness.  

 

But beyond all the strange things we remember first, 

I am always struck by what we learn from today’s gospel. 

I am startled by how John delivers the good news.  

 

Broods of vipers, unquenchable fire, 

An axe laid to the root of the tree – 

The gospel tells us that it is with exhortations like these, 

Warnings of the wrath to come, 

That he proclaims the good news.  

 

I don’t know about you, 

But this is not the good news I am looking for 

In a world where good news is hard to find.  

 

Is there any good news? 

I’m not talking about bright spots – 

We can look for bright spots, and find some. 

 

Five new units of affordable housing, 

Just north of us in Globeville – 

A row of townhomes, each costing $180,000 

(the new affordable).  

“I will be the first person in my family 

To own a home,” 

Said a young woman named Abigail, 
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As she watched the groundbreaking earlier this week.ii 

 

A new collection of poetry by Amanda Gorman, 

Who dazzled us at the inauguration early this year. 

She reminds us that 

“We are not me— 

We are we.” 

And that 

“Our scars are the brightest/Parts of us.”iii 

 

And even the dusting of snow 

That finally, finally, fell for a brief while on Friday.  

 

There are bright spots all around us; 

It’s our challenge and our comfort  

To look for them and find them. 

 

But truly good news, 

The turning of the world 

Towards justice and compassion, 

The overflow of love 

Covering all our dust and ashes, 

The glimpse of a good future, 

This truly good news 

Is not overwhelming us day by day, 

These days.  

 

And yet, always, 

There is good news. 

The heart of it is this: 

The holy hidden source of all that is, 

Is good through and through, 

And wants good for us, 

And brings good to us, 

And entrusts that good to us 

To hold and share. 

This is the good news. 

It is here; it is real; 

It is true and we can trust it.  

But we seldom see the true good news 

As we plod through our days.  

 

So how do we recognize the good news, 

When it does break through the grit and grime, 

The weariness and worry of our lives? 
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Joy.  

Joy is how we know the good news  

When it springs up among us.  

Joy is the surest sign of the presence of the holy.  

 

Joy is unbidden, elusive, and mysterious. 

And utterly real.  

 

Just because we can’t control it, 

Doesn’t mean we can’t train ourselves  

To welcome it, 

When it surprises us. 

And the more attuned we become 

To the presence of joy 

The greater our capacity to hold joy, 

The memory of joy, 

And the hope of joy to come – 

To hold that joy in trust  

For a weary world.  

 

What we claim today 

Is that we are a people of joy.  

We are a people with the capacity to rejoice – 

Always. 

 

Rejoice in the Lord always, 

Again I say, rejoice.  

This is the good news 

As Paul brought it to us – 

And he wrote these words 

With hands bound in chains.  

 

Rejoice. Do not worry.  

Be known for gentleness. 

Give thanks.  

 

This is the counter-cultural message 

The prophets offer.  

Rejoice: 

Light a candle, 

Watch the glory in the heavens,  

Follow the star until it stops 

Over the place where joy abides.  

 

This is the message 

That turns the world upside down. 
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The message that makes us look naïve. 

The message that makes us look foolish.  

 

The message that will save the world.  

 

The God who comes among us as a baby 

Is the God who invites us to rejoice.  

 

The God who invites us 

To let go worry, 

Fear, shame,  

Resentment.  

 

Without joy, 

We could be hard workers, 

And plod towards a reasonable resolution 

For some of the worries of the world,  

Some sensible compromise 

That would lead to a pretty good outcome. 

 

Five units of affordable housing. 

Less hesitation, more vaccinations.  

A few habitats preserved 

So a few animals could survive.  

A few members of congress 

Who strive for some kind of cooperation and progress. 

 

This is honorable work, 

And in other arenas we may be called to do it.  

 

But when we gather as people of faith,  

When we go forth, 

Strengthened and renewed, 

Fed and forgiven, 

Then we are called to be reckless, 

Fearless, 

Foolish followers 

In the way of joy.  

 

Lighters of pink candles. 

Singers of hymns  

That sound silly in today’s world.  

Bearers of the light, 

Casting aside worry and fear.  

 

When we open ourselves up to joy, 
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Let go the need to control, 

Let go trying to create conditions  

For everything to be alright, 

Then we are no longer constrained  

By all those things 

About which we are right to worry.  

 

How would we not worry, 

As virus variants march through the alphabet? 

How would we not worry 

When tornadoes and forest fires rage even in the winter? 

For that matter,  

How would we not worry  

When we look at the state of the church, 

Hurtled by the virus at warp speed  

Into the change that was coming so slowly for so long? 

How would we not worry? 

 

But God does not reside in worry.  

God lives in joy.  

 

Joy that is not bound by our limits.  

Our limits are real, 

But in joy we transcend them.  

 

Joy that is not darkened by our sorrow.  

Our sorrow is real, 

But in joy we fly beyond it, 

For a moment out of time.  

 

So let’s stay with joy today.  

There are times, 

More than enough times, 

To be sensible, 

To be rational, 

To respond to the demands of the times 

With passion, with action,  

With prophetic words  

And committed acts.  

 

But not today. 

We are called to rejoice,  

And it is perhaps the most essential thing we do 

As people of faith. 

Our capacity to welcome joy, 

To recognize it, 
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To wait for it, 

Our capacity for joy 

Is a gift we bring to the world. 

Our capacity for joy 

Makes a way for the good news 

To enter the world. 

Healing, hope, 

And wholeness 

Follow in the wake of joy.  

 

Joy bears witness to the beyond.  

Joy is the hallmark of a world  

Overflowing with the glory of God.  

Joy is a glimpse into the more.  

 

Joy is the surest sign of the presence of God.  

Here, always, 

Everywhere, now.  

 

So, today, 

Whatever you brought here, 

Whatever you find here, 

Whatever awaits you when you leave, 

Rejoice.  

 

Let joy find you; 

Let joy be bearer of good news for you.  

 

Rejoice.  
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i Dante Micheaux, “From Locusts and Wild Honey”  
ii https://denverite.com/2021/12/09/five-affordable-houses-are-coming-to-the-globeville-elyria-swansea-community/ 
iii https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/12/13/from-call-us-what-we-carry-poetry-by-amanda-gorman 


