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John 1: 6-28; Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 
 

Go Lightly 

The third Sunday of Advent has a special theme, a special message. It is the message of 

joy. The third Sunday of Advent focuses on joy. It’s sometimes known as Gaudete Sunday, from 

the Latin word for “rejoice.” In the early centuries of Christianity, Advent was forty days long, 

just like Lent and it embraced the same kind of penitential piety as Lent. Self-examination, 

fasting, and spiritual discipline were more common. And even when Advent was shortened to 

just four weeks in the ninth century, it still retained this penitential flavor.  

 This third Sunday, the joy Sunday, was meant to be a bit of a break from all of that 

penitence. Christmas was coming; it was okay to lighten up a bit. Of course, we don’t do much 

of that penitential leadup to Advent anymore. We, these days, try to emphasize hope and 

longing. The most famous hymn of Advent is “O come, o come, Emmanuel” which has the word 

“rejoice” in its refrain, but the tune is in a minor key as if the rejoicing is caught between faith in 

God’s promises, but grief at our brokenness. Joy doesn’t seem quite appropriate. 

 But the theme of joy runs all through our readings this morning: Isaiah’s prophet 

proclaims, “I will greatly rejoice in my Lord”; the Psalmist declares, “May those who sow in 

tears, reap with shouts of joy”; and Paul commends us in his letter to the Thessalonians to 

“Rejoice always.” It’s as if Christmas cannot contain itself and the miracle of the incarnation is 

bursting out of the pages of our bibles before its appointed time. 
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 And then, on the other hand, we have John the Baptist again. John makes his second 

appearance in Advent. And this Sunday he is no less cranky than last Sunday. John is a man on a 

mission and that mission does not appear to be spreading good cheer. In every gospel, he’s a 

severe figure, who has little patience with the way things are.  

In the fourth evangelist’s telling, John spends much of his time saying what he is not. He 

is not the Messiah; he is not Elijah; he is not the unnamed prophet; he is not the light.    

 Images of light and dark play a huge part of the Gospel of John. While John the Baptist is 

not the light, his work is to testify, to witness to the light. His job is to point toward Jesus, the 

true light of the world.  

 Light reveals, it shines and shows us what is in front of us. Shining a light on something 

brings focus to what might have been hidden or unnoticed before the light. In other gospels, 

John the Baptist makes it clear that the brokenness of the world will not remain hidden. He calls 

out corrupt tax collectors and violent soldiers and hypocritical priests. I’m sure John the Baptist 

would be quite comfortable in the revealing that is happening in these times, as powerful men 

are brought low by the uncovering of their violent and coercive behavior toward women. Or 

lawmakers current efforts to transfer vast amounts of wealth from the least of these to the 

most affluent. This kind of revealing light can be jolting; it can even be painful. Sometimes 

we’re not so comfortable with the truth. 

 Light is also a synonym for buoyant. While the original Greek doesn’t convey this sense 

of our word light, I can’t help but blur the meanings in my mind. Light as in tread lightly; move 

lightly through the world. I think, the best activists, the ones who are shining a light on what 

needs to be revealed do have this kind of lightness of spirit when they are at their best.  
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 Nelson Mandela was famous for his self-deprecating humor; the Dalai Lama has a 

perpetual twinkle in his eye. And in his last speech before his death, Martin Luther King, Jr. 

proclaimed, “I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the 

glory of the Lord.” Christians are called to work for justice; they are not called to be dour. 

 John the Baptist may not have a twinkle in his eye or have many one liners, but he is 

remarkably light in terms of how he regards himself. He is always pointing beyond himself. His 

goal is not to recruit followers or build up his reputation; it is simply to be a voice for the light. 

 We are also all called to be witnesses to the light, to point toward Jesus. I’m not saying 

this is always the easiest, the lightest, task. It can be hard, it can be painful to have light shine 

where there was darkness. Sometimes we see wat we don’t want to see – both in the world, 

and in ourselves. Seeing the truth can be immensely painful. 

 But there is lightness in the work of pointing beyond ourselves. We are not the messiah; 

we are not Elijah; we are not the prophet; we are not the light. And that, at least for me, is 

reassuring. When we trust in God’s promises and root ourselves in the history of God’s working 

in the world, then we don’t have to try to be the light – we can just search for where it shines. 

 Where can you point to the light in your life, in this corner of the world? I’m not talking 

about “looking on the bright side” or “when God closes a door, somehow He opens a window” 

or any other cliché that we paste onto a painful reality. Where is the light shining for you? 

 I saw it shining this past week, as I stood with several other parishioners who 

participated in a candlelight vigil for the victims of Newtown. We stood on a busy street corner 

in south Denver and held our little candles remembering how five years ago twenty-seven lives 
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were cut short by gun violence. We kindled flames of hope that we can end this violence and 

sent that hope home with commuters who waved and honked as they drove by.  

 I saw it week before last when many of us gathered in the Great Hall and sang carols at 

the top of our lungs. Not all of us were gifted singers, but we shared our light with one another. 

 I see the light each Sunday when I get to remind myself and you all about the good news 

of God in Jesus in the Eucharistic Prayer. I tell you all to “lift up your hearts” in other words, “let 

your hearts be light.” The prayer goes on to remember our world’s darkness and our own 

failures but closes on the conclusion that no place is too dark for God; there is no place where 

the darkness can overcome God’s light. And then we eat together.  

 This is the Sunday of joy, which is not to be confused with happiness. Theologian Henri 

Nouwen said that while happiness is concerned with external conditions, joy is “the experience 

of knowing that your are unconditionally loved and that nothing – sickness, failure, emotional 

distress, oppression, war, or even death – can take that love away.” 

 Friends, go lightly into this week. Like me, you probably have a lot to do and prepare, 

but go lightly, for God’s love is shining within you and through you. 

  


