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 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives 

open the door to your divine joy within us and in this world. Amen. 

 http://youtu.be/vC8gJ0_9o4M  

 Today we lit the candle of joy and I want to introduce you to a character who is 

experiencing something, you might call it joy... Well, let's take a look at a South Pole explorer. 

He is on day 86 of his return to the South Pole, one of the most nasty environments on the planet. 

He is hungry and he has just arrived at a cache of food and supplies that he has left for himself. 

But as part of his motivation strategy, he has deliberately not listed any of the treat food items 

that he left for himself and he has been on a strict superfood diet. Let's watch as he opens his 

cache. 

 Now, my daughter tells me that the package that put this guy over the edge into ecstasy 

was a bag of cheese doodles. I don't even know what cheese doodles are, but I am guessing that 

if you are really hungry, and if you have not had treat food for a long time, and if you have a 

relationship with cheese doodles it makes sense to lie on your back in the middle of nowhere 

singing the Hallelujah Chorus.  

 Joy. Is that joy? I'm not sure. It might be happiness, or thrill, but joy? I remember my 

predecessor in ministry in Salmon Arm one time, Darryl Auten, talking about joy and drawing a 

distinction between joy and happiness. He said it is possible to be both but they are not the same 

thing. Happiness is far more dependent on the circumstances. It is that feeling that rises within 

you when things work out for you, when life is good for you, and you know it. Joy on the other 

hand can emerge irrespective of the circumstances, and it is rooted in deeper things. 

 I am wondering about Joseph, that oft forgotten character in the story that we follow as 

we wend our way towards Christmas. Our theme is A Song Awakens, and we have been 

listening as the strains of music emerge from the story, first the faint notes of hope as a child is 

promised to Zechariah and Elizabeth, then as this surprising radical Mary sings of a peace rooted 

in a great reversal, a great turning upside down in the world. And today we meet up with Joseph 

as, in the words of Matthew's gospel, "Mary was found to be with child." 

 Now I am pretty sure that joy was not the first thing Joseph experienced when he heard 

the news that his fiancée was pregnant. And I am pretty sure that he knew how that didn't happen, 

because he had nothing to do with getting her pregnant. So if we are to ascribe any humanity at 

all to the biblical narrative, and I believe it is an utterly human story, then I think we can safely 

assume that all kinds of thoughts and feelings raced through Joseph when he heard the news. 

Anger, fear, confusion, hurt, disappointment. We are given nothing of the back-story of Mary 

and Joseph except to say that they were engaged to be married. Given their cultural background, 

likely this had been arranged by their families, maybe even years before this. It may well be, in a 

town like Nazareth that they had known each other for years, and that the plan for their marriage 

was well under way. But clearly, this child was not part of the plan. 

 What would normally happen in circumstances like this in Joseph's culture, would be that  

the marriage commitment would be off, and Mary would publicly ostracized. This would be an 

ugly scene. Joseph would need to re-arrange his life, find someone new to make a life with and 

move on. And that would be hard but possible for Joseph, and absolutely devastating for Mary. 

And all the social sympathy would be aimed at Joseph. "Poor Joseph. He got such a raw deal 

http://youtu.be/vC8gJ0_9o4M
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with Mary eh. I can't believe she did that to him. But he's a good guy. He deserved better anyway. 

He'll bounce back from this one."   

 But he doesn't do that. In the story, immediately after he gets the news that she is 

pregnant, he has compassion for her circumstances. He could make a big deal about it, publicly 

shame her, but instead he plans to move on quietly, let her and her family do what families have 

done for generations only in a way that doesn't alienate her completely. End the engagement 

quietly. That would be best for everyone.  

 And I want to pause the story there, because so often in this narrative, the magical and 

mysterious takes over. But before the angel appears we have a chance to see what Joseph is made 

of, and there is humanity there, and compassion and integrity. And unexpected pregnancy early 

in a relationship in any time or place is a tumultuous experience in any time and place, but for 

Joseph and Mary it would be a nightmare socially- a complete upheaval. But even before the 

dream, we see in Joseph some compassion, some inclination to not just fall in step with his 

culture but to consider Mary, consider the person.  

 And then, in a dream, a new possibility emerges- the possibility that he has a role to play 

in a bigger story, the story of his people, and her people together, and this child is critical to the 

future of his people. And he wakes up with a resolve to play his part in that bigger story. 

 Joseph is probably the least recognized figure in this whole story of the birth of Jesus no 

matter who is telling it. And yet he reminds me of so much of so many men who do not fit the 

stereotypical role of men in our culture, who cut their own path in life because they are aware of 

a deeper way of being a man in our world, men of compassion and heart, men of integrity and 

sacrifice, men who are in it for the long haul and for the sake of values that transcend and last 

and matter. I am sure you have men in your life like this. Joseph is the patron saint of men like 

this. 

 And today we light the candle of joy. It is not the candle of happiness, nor the candle of 

achievement, but the candle of joy, because joy is a deeper thing. Joy is that thing that rises in us 

when we realize that our life is connected to a bigger life that is good and solid. Joy is a close 

cousin of hope, neither of them pinned to the present circumstances but rather attached to the 

promise of bigger, deeper goodness, life and peace that is on the way and already here. Joy is 

also a close cousin of grace because, like grace, it is not something you earn or come to deserve, 

but rather is a gift given as you come to know that your life has value in the heart of God, value 

that this present world has no way to calculate. 

 I don't think it was just the cheese doodles that got that guy shouting and yelling as he 

opened his packages on the 86th day of his journey to the South Pole. I think it was the whole 

experience that came pouring out of him that day: the days of struggle and deprivation, the worry 

of trying to not make a mistake in a harsh environment like that, the longing for human contact, 

the whole thing. That package meant something to him that we may not even know. What I do 

know is that he lay on his back and started to sing the Hallelujah chorus. And you just don't do 

that unless you are somehow in touch with joy.  

 The Joy of Joseph, and the joy of Christ, which surpasses all circumstances be with you. 

Amen. 


