The Gospel of John opens with the soaring language of the Cosmic Christ:
'In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. *He
was in the beginning with God. *> All things came into being through him, and without him
not one thing came into being. What has come into being *in him was life, and the life was
the light of all people. * The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome
it and then boom without warning, the very earthy and human John shows up. Listen as the
Gospel weaves between the Cosmic Christ and a witness to him.

John 1:6-28
“There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 'He came as a witness to testify to
the light, so that all might believe through him. *He himself was not the light, but he came to
testify to the light. “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the wotld.
""He was in the wortld, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not
know him. '"He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. "*But to
all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God,
Ywho were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.
"And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of
a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.
"(John testified to him and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me
ranks ahead of me because he was before me.””) 'From his fullness we have all received,
grace upon grace. ' 'The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ. "*No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the
Father’s heart, who has made him known.
“This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem
to ask him, “Who are you?” *’He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the
Messiah.” >’ And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?”” He said, “I am not.” “Are
you the prophet?” He answered, “No.” *Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have
an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?”” *He said, “I am the
voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,” as the
prophet Isaiah said. *Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. *’They asked him, “Why
then are you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” *John
answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, “'the
one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” **This took
place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.

Today is the 3 Sunday and Advent, traditionally Joy Sunday, also called Gaudete Sunday (gow-DET-

eh). Joy is an inner disposition, not dependent on external circumstances but often triggered by things
outside of us. That is, we can feel joy when outside events feel dismal. It is a condition of our soul. As the
Bible school song goes, “I’ve got the joy, joy, joy, joy down in my heart. Down in my heart to stay.” And
yet, from our hearts, this joy often bursts forth from our soul with a praise God. Or maybe it comes with a
prayer of thanksgiving to God, a feeling of inner warmth, a tear of joy, a smile of contentment, or some
other expression. How is it for you?

This joy is always spiritual and sometimes religious and sometimes very down to earth. Still, God is present
in our joy, whether it soars to the heavens or resides on the earthiness of our lives. God is present in all our
forms of joy.



Jesus wants us to have the fullness of Joy in our lives. (John 15:11) This joy can be present in good times or
even in a pandemic and its accompanying personal demons: isolation, financial worries, health worries (our
own and others), fretting about our families, worrying about our church and its future. There are social
demons as well, such as political turmoil and racial injustice. These are but a few, and I imagine you could
name others. But the point is, in times of deep trouble, we can have joy in our hearts.

In that spirit, Matlene and I chose Peter Mayer’s S7ng Joy as a song for our daughter’s memorial service, and 1
think of her every time I hear it. It reminds me of the joyous gift she was to us. We even have blue bracelets
that simply say, Sing Joy. The song is on the church Facebook page, and I have included a link in the
printed text.

https://voutu.be/jqTa8rdklFo
I hope you take a moment to listen to this song as it is just what we need: Joy.

We need joy in this pandemic. Many of us are reigning in our travels and celebrating at home, often not with
our family. Almost every day, someone shares this sadness. Admittedly, in so many ways, this pandemic
feels like it is eating us alive and sucking the life out of us. This is Christmas, a time for church and family,
and many of us are missing both in very painful ways. We need some joy in these times.

But what does this have to do with John the Baptist? You know, as a minister, I can probably find a creative
way to relate it all to John though it may require a fair bit of stretching. But that’s one of a pastor’s many
talents. With that in mind, here goes.

John comes to point toward Jesus as the coming one who brings true light into the world. I think we need
the joy of that light shining in our lives right now, welling up in our spirit and flowing outward. We need to
be pointed; those things can move our spirit, especially in tough times as Psalm 30:5 says, “Weeping may
linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning.”

Now here is the connection. Like John, we need to point to those things that bring joy in our lives and help
others. But there is a caveat: just because it brings us joy, it may not do the same for others. We can point,
but we can also think with others listening to them as they explore what prompts joy in their lives. And let
them tell us what might become moments of joy for us.

So, I want to share a few things that bring joy to my spirit; my list is not exhaustive, and I am sure I
overlooked many things, but it is to spur our thinking about where we find joy. As you ponder the sources
of joy in your life, you can share them on the Facebook stream if you wish. They occur in no particular
order. And they may help others find joy.

Here are ten things:

1. Family. I think you know how vital my family is to me. They are a large part of my anchor in life.
I enjoy the times I can spend with them. Many of you might see my face light up when I speak of
them. Even simple things like social media or texting with my grandchildren help make my day.
And Marlene, my rock who commutes between here and St. Louis, is my great support source.
Indeed, since I have been here, we have not missed a day of talking on the phone when we have
been apart.

2. Music. Harry Chapin sang in Mr. Tanner, “Music was his life. It was not his livelihood.” Almost
any time you come by my office, you will hear music. I am usually listing to two expanding playlists.
One is called Coastal. This naturally contains a heavy dose of Jimmy Buffet music and a lot of music
I heard on his Sirius XM channel Radio Margaritaville. Another Playlist is simply called Bruce. This is
mostly comprised of Rock and Roll like Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Bruce Springsteen. In my
devotions or reading time, the music will usually be music composed to enhance focus or Classical
Music.

3. My office. I am so happy to have a place to go each day to focus on the church. It is a place I look
forward to going to each day. I enjoy being there. It grounds me in my call as our pastor. I am the



pastor, and we are all part of the church with a mission to serve Christ. It reminds me that whether
I am serving locally or in the broader church, it is all part of one calling to live into God’s love. As I
look around my office, there are bits of joy from various aspects of my life and family and different
phases and ministry places.

4. Other Folks. Friends, neighbors, pastors are all sources of joy. This is one reason I so appreciate
social media. It gives me the chance to keep in contact with so many people and find old friends. I
treasure my colleagues in ministry both locally and beyond Olean. I treasure my friends who follow
different religious traditions which are part of the Interfaith Community that remind us of the
blessings that the quest conversation and understanding can be.

I enjoy getting texts and emails and phone calls, especially now, they keep me in touch with people.

5. Podcasts. On my phone, I get regular podcasts from the likes of Robin Sharma and Brene Brown
on leadership and personal development. I listen to them regularly as a positive influence in my life.
I also enjoy my daily Up First, which gives me an NPR presentation of the day’s basic news.

6. Books. Religious and Secular. You know I laugh about having too many books, which I do, both
print and recorded. And I am a member of three book clubs - one in Saint Louis, one in our
church, and our community’s Race Unity Circle book group. And while I speak of books, let me
give a shout out to our incredible Olean library, which continues to grow into a more and more vital
part of our community.

7. Stupid jokes and puns, including double jokes. In this light, I think of Dave Shults, who is known
for his terrible jokes, and I love them. I also love double jokes. This is a category my grandson
Miles, and I made up. It is when there is more than one joke in the same joke. When he was little,
he would put a kitchen pot on his head and call it a hot. (hat) But since it was from the stove, hot
also applied. So, when he said hot it was a double joke. They bring smiles to my day.

8. Gus, our dog. I love his affectionate nature. But I also remember all my family members of the
fur baby variety. Makes me smile and sometimes shed a tear for the ones who are no longer with us.
But even my tears for those that have crossed the Rainbow Bridge remind me of how special they
were and how I loved them.

9. AsIlook over this list, I am aware that it does not sound religious enough. Where is Jesus, where
is God, where is prayer? As I said, it is not exhaustive.

Now let me turn a bit to the overtly religious. Part of it involves my daily routine. Those things that
I listed mostly come from the first thing I do when I get to my office. I turn to my Panda Planner
and list at least three things I am grateful for things that bring me joy in my life. Indeed, the things I
have spoken of up to now can be found on those daily bits of thanksgiving. My time of gratitude is
an overt prayer of thanksgiving. After that bit of thanksgiving, I turn to the Scripture to read one
chapter from five or six different books.

Ada has an expression as a response to the question, “Do we have to go to church?” She says, “We
get to go to church each Sunday.” I am so glad that part of my job is spending time with Scripture.
Then I turn to my prayer list that includes the people in the church, people I have been asked to
pray for and others and various situations, both personal and social.

10. There is a tenth or many tenths. In the movie Crossroads, Ralph Macchio is searching for the lost
Robert Johnson blues song, only to discover that at the end of his adventures, there is no lost song.
Instead, the lost song is what he will add to the music. The same with the tenth on my list, you add it
to the list from your life. You point to the sources of joy in your life.



Like John, we are to point to Jesus, and one way to do that is to point to the places of joy in our lives and
give thanks to God.
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