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Surprised by Joy 

 

CS Lewis, that noted Anglican writer and apologist 

wrote a partial autobiography entitled 'Surprised 

by Joy'. In it he described his early years of 

seeking  something elusive that he could never 

find, "This joy, was a longing so intense for 

something so good and so high up it couldn't be 

expressed in words". He knew, "stabs of joy" but 

only after his almost unwilling conversion to 

Jesus Christ, could he write of 'real joy, that joy 

that jumps under one's ribs and tickles down one's 

back' a joy that in every sense has only in common 

with happiness or pleasure, "the fact that anyone 

who has tasted it would never exchange it for all 

the pleasures in the world; joy is never in our 

power."Joy, said Lewis, is the serious business of 

heaven." 

Have you ever been surprised by joy?  
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I remember as a summer chaplain at a hospital in 

DC, coming across an older woman, learning 

against the wall of the hallway, sobbing,sobbing. I 

was sure she had just lost a loved one. I asked, 

"Can I help you?" and she looked up with a radiant 

smile and said, "My daughter's daughter, I just 

saw my daughter's daughter born!" 

I remember a late night phone call to Bob my 

husband from one of his counselees, their mother 

was dying, could he come? And we went, stood 

with the children at the bedside. As the tiny tiny 

woman lay palely on her pillow. And then the 

father, wheelchair bound and mute from his 

stroke, began to flail and try to form words, 

agitated more and more. And finally a son said, 

Oh, and with Bob carefully lifted him up and over 

the bed, holding him by his belt so that he could 

come face to face and lips to lips for one last so 

loving kiss. 
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I remember the first Christmas after Bob died. I 

flew all the way to California to be with my 

daughter and her family. On Christmas Eve we 

went to their 

surburban Presbyterian Church and settled in for 

the carol singing, and two minutes later, James, 

began to cough. Well, not cough, bark like only a 

child with asthmatic reaction to a common cold 

can. Lexi felt his forehead, I stuck my hand down 

his shirt back and we all got up and left to go home 

and put him in bed.   

The next morning, after gifts and breakfast, I was 

restless. I needed church. 

So I borrowed the car, and drove to the only 

neighborhood church I could find, a big RC parish. 

And went in and sat in the very back row, as far 

from anyone as possible. And the service began, 

with prayer and lessons and then the sermon. I 

was only half paying attention, I felt so alone, so 

miserably aware of other families and couples and 
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my own singleness. Everyone had their someone 

special, but not me. 

So the words of the sermon drifted in, and then, I 

sat up straight, "What, I know that story!" I've 

preached that story a million times, well, often - 

I knew exactly what he was going to say next word 

for word, and suddenly I was smiling, and then 

softly laughing and then crying and laughing at the 

same moment, because in a strange place, a 

country, a city, a church I didn't belong to, at the 

worst of times, still somehow God had found me. 

And touched me, in the most special part of the me 

that I knew to be real, Marcia, priest and 

preacher, and I laughed because I had hope. 

Today is Gaudete Sunday, the third Sunday of 

Advent.  The third candle of the Advent wreath we 

lit today is pink or really rose.  The Scripture 

lessons all contain the word 'Rejoice' and speak of 

God's in-breaking salvation. 
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Zephaniah, after confronting the people of Israel 

earlier with their apostacy, their turning away 

from God and God's righteous judgement against 

them, now tells them to Sing and Rejoice, because 

God has forgiven their sin. 

God rejoices in them; "he will rejoice over you 

with gladness, he will renew you with his love" 

"He will bring you home and make you renowned 

and praised among all the peoples of the 

earth".  Rejoice, you have hope, your God has 

come! 

Our canticle from Isaiah speaks of the Lord our 

stronghold and our sure defense, our Saviour: 

"Therefore you shall draw water with rejoicing 

from the springs of salvation", you have hope. God 

has done, , is doing, great things for you, so 'ring 

out your joy, for the great One in the midst of you 

is the Holy One of Israel!"  

Paul, from the depth of his last days in prison, 

facing his sure death to come, says to his 
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community in Phillipi, "Rejoice, rejoice in the 

Lord always, again I say, rejoice...The Lord is 

near. " Live in hope, offer every need to God in 

prayer, and trust in the peace that comes to you in 

Christ Jesus, Emmanuel. We have hope, therefore 

rejoice always.  God will find you in your deepest 

need, in your darkest despair, your loneliest 

moment, therefore, rejoice. 

The Gospel account of John the Baptist's 

castigation of the people who came to view him, 

does not appear initially to be either hopeful or 

joyful. 

Like our own broken and sinful world in which 

children are killed by other children, in which lies 

are heard more than truth, in which our own 

plague continues to triumph over our ingenuity 

and science, in which our capacity for human 

hubris, human destruction seems only to be 

growing, in which there are too many avoidable 

deaths, and hunger and homelessness, John 
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speaks to a society corrupted by human sin. 

Moving quickly towards their certain 

judgement.  Their lives are a self-fulfilling 

prophecy, the wages of sin are death.  And yet, 

when the crowds ask him,'What should we do?' He 

tells them. "Do the right thing." "You know how. 

It's not rocket science." "Practice kindness, like 

God's kindness, compassion like God's 

compassion, use your common sense to change!" 

And they hear - hope. 'the people were filled with 

expectation' something, Someone is coming, 

powerful, and bringing change. Like the Holy 

Spirit present in creation, He will be the good 

news. 

     The color rose in the third candle of Advent is 

achieved by adding light to the purple,  rose is the 

color of the morning sky just at the very moment 

of dawn.  A moment of hopefulness, of expectation 

of the new possibility of each day.  My favorite 
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Advent music is not a hymn, but a Pete Seeger 

song: 

"It's always darkest, before the dawn, 

But that's what keeps us, moving on. 

If we would heed these early warnings, 

the time is now, quite early morning." 

We live in hope, and therefore we rejoice. We 

know ourselves surprised by joy.  Emmanuel is 

reaching for each one of us even now as we pray 

and listen and sing, reaching out to meet our 

deepest longing, our deepest need, reaching out to 

embrace our deepest loneliness, because He is the 

serious stuff of which heaven is made for, Love. 

 


