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Can a Grinch Steal Your Joy? Advent 3 Reflection for 13 December 2020—JOY  
Isaiah 61:1–4, 8–11; I Thessalonians 5:16–24 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

 

If you are a fan of holiday specials, you likely are familiar with Dr. Seuss’s tale, “How 

the Grinch Stole Christmas.” The grumpy Grinch’s mission was to steal Christmas from 

the imaginary town of Whoville. It’s a story where the “bad guy” is the main character.  

My kids had the book, so I no doubt read it many times. But I don’t remember much 

about it. It didn’t “stick” because I just didn’t identify with the concept of the story. 

Actually, I don’t remember it being one of my kids’ favourites, so I don’t think they 

asked me to read it over and over. And over.  

This year, I think I will make a point of getting reacquainted with the story, maybe 

watch one of the holiday specials, because “2020” and all it has brought. “2020” seems 

to have become a catch phrase. Just saying it portrays a whole narrative summed up 

in those two syllables. 

For many, the Grinch that doesn’t even have to be named when we say “2020” is 

COVID-19, which has turned this year into a nightmare for many, and at least a major 

inconvenience for the rest of us. For some of us, the Grinch is death and how it has 

deprived us of someone who was so important in our whole lives, let alone Christmas. 

Our Grinch might be our own health situation, perhaps a new diagnosis or a long-

known hereditary one that is ever-present in our reality. Perhaps the Grinch is a trusted 

friend or colleague who broke confidentiality or took something you said out of context 

and is using it inappropriately. You can likely name other potential Grinches in your life 

or the lives of others you know. The loss of a relationship or a dream or a job with 

income and the security that it offered. The list goes on …. 

“Grinch” has become a byword, like “2020” or “Scrooge” or “9/11” or “COVID” (and 

many more!), standing for feelings we can call up with that one word. 

What’s the Grinch got to do with the theme of JOY that we celebrate this Sunday? 

Basically, the Grinch’s goal to steal Christmas is to steal the joy. 

That’s as far as I can carry the analogy, because—remember—I don’t know the Grinch 

story. But it’s enough to start a reflection on joy and what it’s about. 

Joy is important in the Christmas story. The angels brought “tidings of great joy” in 

Luke’s Christmas story. After their long journey the magi saw that the star had 

stopped, and the gospel writer Matthew says “they were overwhelmed with 

joy.” (Matt 2:10, NSRV) The New English Translation of that verse reads, 
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“When they saw the star [stop over the place where the child 

was] they shouted joyfully.” What a picture! 

Can you imagine what it was like for Mary and Joseph, and even little Jesus at 

possibly the toddler stage by then, hearing the shouting outside their home in 

languages they didn’t understand? But it was JOYFUL, so that would have 

been reassuring. 

That’s the thing about joy. “Joy is an inner gladness; a deep seated pleasure. 

It is a depth of assurance and confidence that ignites a cheerful heart. It is a 

cheerful heart that leads to cheerful behavior. Joy is not an experience that 

comes from favorable circumstances but is God’s gift.... Joy is a part of God’s 

very essence.”i 

Joy is the deep-down sense of well-being in the heart of the person who knows 
all is well between her/himself and the universe or God, if you want to describe 
God as the connectedness of all that is, as I sometimes do. 

 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones,ii a Welsh minister of the 20th century, wrote that joy  

is something quite peculiar which cannot be explained; it is a quality 

which belongs to the Christian life in its essence, so that in our 
definition of joy we must be very careful that it conforms to what we 
see in [Jesus]. The world has never seen anyone who knew joy as 

our Lord knew it, and yet He was “a man of sorrows and acquainted 
with grief.” So our definition of joy must somehow correspond to 

that… Joy is something very deep and profound, something that 
affects the whole and entire personality. In other words it comes to 
this—There is only one thing that can give true joy and that is 

contemplation of …Jesus Christ. He satisfies my mind; He satisfies 
my emotions; He satisfies my every desire … and in Him I am 
complete.iii  

 

Joy, for the Christian, is the response and the reaction to the good news Jesus brings 

of God’s unconditional love and living in that love, following Jesus’ ways. However, 

there are also secular advocates of joy. 

Secular dictionaries define joy as the emotion evoked by well-being, success,  
or good fortune or the emotion evoked by the prospect of possessing what  
one desires. The world's definition of joy is synonymous with the definition  
of happiness, for both of these "emotions" are dependent on what "happens." 
 
Wikipedia at one time suggested otherwise, that Joy differs from happiness in that it is 
an emotion. Happiness, on the other hand, is what we might think of as a feeling, 

https://www.thefreedictionary.com/joy
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which is more fleeting. Unfortunately, that description doesn’t seem to be in the 
recently edited Wikipedia entry for joy. Definitions, like theology and cultural values, 
keep evolving. 

 
Joy may be thought of as "the emotional dimension of the good life, of a life that is both 
going well and is being lived well," writes Miroslav Volf, a Croatian theologian now at 
Yale, whom I had the privilege of meeting when he was a keynoter at an ecumenical 
stewardship conference for which I had chaired the planning.iv 
 
On the subject of joy, cultural icon George Bernard Shaw wrote, “This is the true joy in 
life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one; the being 
thoroughly worn out before you are thrown on the scrap heap; the being a force of 
Nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining 
that the world will not devote itself to making you happy."v 
 
Prolific 20th century writer and lay theologian C. S. Lewis came closer to the Biblical 
meaning of joy when he called it an “unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable 
than any other satisfaction.” He wrote, "I sometimes wonder whether all pleasures are 
not substitutes for Joy,"vi and "I call it Joy, which is here a technical term and must be 
sharply distinguished both from Happiness and Pleasure. Joy (in my sense) has 
indeed one characteristic, and one only, in common with them; the fact that anyone 
who has experienced it will want it again... I doubt whether anyone who has tasted it 
would ever, if both were in his power, exchange it for all the pleasures in the world. But 

then Joy is never in our power and Pleasure often is."vii  

 
As a spiritual state, Joy can occur when circumstances are most difficult, as when the 
Grinch comes ‘round. Jesus taught His disciples, “Truly, truly, I say to you, that you will 
weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will 
be turned to joy. Whenever a woman is in travail she has sorrow, because her hour 
has come; but when she gives birth to the child, she remembers the anguish no more, 
for joy that a child has been born into the world. Therefore you too now have sorrow; 
but I will see you again, and your heart will rejoice, and no one takes your joy away 
from you.” (John 16:20-22) 
 
So, Joy not only does not necessarily come from favorable human circumstances, but 
is sometimes greatest when circumstances are the most painful and severe.  
 
Supposedly, as a third-century man was anticipating death, he wrote to a friend: “It’s a 
bad world, an incredibly bad world. But I have discovered in the midst of it a quiet and 
holy people who have learned a great secret. They have found a joy which is a 
thousand times better than any pleasure of our sinful life. They are despised and 
persecuted, but they care not. They are masters of their souls. They have overcome 
the world. These people are the Christians—and I am one of them.”viii 

https://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/John%2016.20
https://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/John%2016.22


4 
 

 
Another story about the effect of the inner reflection of joy:  

Many years ago when the great missionary Adoniram Judson was home on 
furlough, he passed through the city of Stonington, Connecticut. A young 
boy playing about the wharves at the time of Judson’s arrival was struck by 
the man’s appearance. Never before had he seen such a light on any 
human face. He ran up the street to a minister to ask if he knew who the 
stranger was. The minister hurried back with him, but became so absorbed 
in conversation with Judson that he forgot all about the impatient youngster 
standing near him. Many years afterward that boy … became the famous 
preacher Henry Clay Trumbull. In a book of memoirs he penned a chapter 
entitled: “What a Boy Saw in the Face of Adoniram Judson.” That lighted 
countenance had changed his life. Even as flowers thrive when they bend to 
the light, so shining, radiant faces come to those who constantly turn toward 
Christ!ix 

 
You have no doubt experienced that, too. Have you ever walked down the street with a 

grin on your face, thinking about something that brought you joy, and noticed that 

every person you passed was smiling too? Your joy is contagious! There is a short 

video clip that Mary W sent to some of us this week, of a man reading on the subway. 

Then he breaks out laughing. Soon he is guffawing. Other riders initially raise their 

eyebrows as they look at him quizzically. But soon, they are giggling, then laughing, 

even snorting with tears rolling down their faces. It made my day! 

The middle scripture that Grace read this morning, the Epistle or First Letter to the 

Christians in Thessalonika suggests that our joy is not based on an ethic of 

moderation, but on a thorough, even excessive, devotion in which we can rejoice in all 

circumstances without ceasing. No moderation here! We are reminded that our joy 

comes not from our own efforts but from the abundant springs of life that come from 

our relationship with God. Thanks be to God! 

Let’s talk more about this tomorrow, or you may want to talk with a friend or family 

member if you can’t make it to our worship gathering, perhaps reflecting on some of 

these points:x 

1. Initial reactions to this topic? What jumped out at you? 
2. Who is a particularly joyful person you’ve known? Describe this person. Why do you 
think they’re so joyful? 
3. “We do not have joy and hope because everything is great all the time, but because 
we have ultimate trust in God’s love and promises.” Explain why you agree or disagree 
with this statement. If you have any examples, share one. 

https://www.preceptaustin.org/Adoniram_Judson
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4. Read Philippians 3:1. Paul wrote these words while he was in prison, and he wrote 
it to people in a city that hated them for their faith in Jesus. How might this affect how 
we view joy and rejoicing in the Lord? 
5. Read Hebrews 12:2-3. How could Jesus have had “joy” in this situation? What does 

this teach us? 
6. Is there a step you want to take based on today’s topic of JOY? 
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