From the Pastor: December 6, 2009

We hear a lot about joy during Advent and Christmastide; but what is “joy” exactly?  I suggest that “joy” is to happiness as “charity” is to ordinary human affection, or as “the peace that passes all understanding” is to mere absence of conflict.  Joy – like charity and peace – is God-touched and graced.  We receive it as a gift.  There is an element of surprise or wonder about it; and it goes deep to the core of our being.


We have a good illustration of joy in that perennial Christmas favorite, A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens – a tale that was, itself, certainly written under divine inspiration.  Seeing the poverty of the working classes, Dickens decided to write a story which would highlight concern for a poor man’s child – a child meant to represent the poor and starving children of all England, and of all the world.  And once he actually started writing, Dickens completed the story in less than a month, during October and November of 1843.

All of us have seen and read enough versions of the story to remember the moment of joy I am referring to.  It occurs near the end when – having been confronted by the Ghost of Christmas Future with a vision of his lonely grave – Scrooge is stunned to awaken and to find himself at home, and very much alive.  His joyful exuberance is only intensified when he learns that he has not missed Christmas after all.  I will let Dickens recount this joy himself:

“Yes! The bedpost was [Scrooge’s] own.  The bed was his own, the room was his own.  Best and happiest of all, the Time before him was his own, to make amends in!  "I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future!" Scrooge repeated, as he scrambled out of bed.  "The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me.  Oh Jacob Marley!  Heaven, and the Christmas Time be praised for this.  I say it on my knees, old Jacob, on my knees!"  He was so fluttered and so glowing with his good intentions, that his broken voice would scarcely answer to his call…  "They are not torn down!" cried Scrooge, folding one of his bed-curtains in his arms, "…They are here -- I am here -- the shadows of the things that would have been, may be dispelled.  They will be!  I know they will…"  

"I don't know what to do!" cried Scrooge, laughing and crying in the same breath;…  "I am as light as a feather, I am as happy as an angel, I am as merry as a schoolboy.  I am as giddy as a drunken man.  A merry Christmas to everybody!  A happy New Year to all the world!...”  He had frisked into the sitting-room, and was now standing there: perfectly winded…  “It's all right, it's all true, it all happened.  Ha ha ha!"  Really, for a man who had been out of practice for so many years, it was a splendid laugh, a most illustrious laugh.  The father of a long, long line of brilliant laughs.”


Scrooge’s joy, as described by Dickens, mirrors that to which Paul exhorts the Philippians.  In the 4th chapter of his epistle to the church at Philippi, Paul instructs his converts to “rejoice in the Lord always,” and gives them as a motive that “the Lord is near.”  Scrooge thanks “heaven and Christmas Time” rather than directly thanking God; but Dickens does tell us that the old man did this “on his knees,” and that later on, he “went to church.”  That Scrooge “rejoiced always,” as did the Philippians, we learn when we are told: “It was always said of him, that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge.”


This new Scrooge – no longer a selfish, lonely miser – discovers joy in human company, and in giving generously.  It is almost as though he heard Paul saying: “Everyone should see how unselfish you are.”  And of course, not only has he become unselfish, but the new, improved Scrooge is filled with gratitude, as Paul’s Philippians were, because every minute, every action and encounter, represents for Scrooge a second chance, an opportunity to dispel “the shadows of the things that would have been.”  

In short, this transformed joyful Scrooge is a Christ-like Scrooge – full of faith, hope, and love.  This Advent, sisters and brothers, “May [the same] be truly said of us, and all of us!  And so, as Tiny Tim observed, God Bless Us, Every One!”
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