Our Christmas List: Joy
Luke 1:45-56
1 Corinthians 14:6-8


 The piece our sanctuary choir just sang, “Joy to the World,” is probably very familiar to many of us.  Although arranged a little differently than the traditional Christmas carol that is known and loved by so many, the text of that piece was indeed the text of the carol “Joy to the World,” which was written by Isaac Watts, who is known as the “Father of English hymnody,” and who is credited with the writing of some 750 hymns, including such well-known hymns as “O God, Our Help in Ages Past,” and “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.”  It’s hard to imagine a carol that more vividly captures and proclaims the joy of the Christmas season than “Joy to the World,” with its proclamation that fields, floods, rocks, hills, and plains repeat the sounding joy of the coming of the Christ child.  But early-on, one would never have expected Isaac Watts to write a hymn so full of joy and celebration as this one.  

Isaac’s early church experiences were sort of devoid of joy…bereft of joy…he grew up in England in the late 1600s, during a time when religion, as a whole, was rather stark and joyless.  Worship services felt formal and frigid, and Isaac’s own family embraced a theology that was focused on humanity’s failures and depravity, rather than the potential for goodness in people and in creation.  By the age of 7, Isaac had developed a pretty healthy sense of just how sinful and awful he was.  He wrote an acrostic poem, a poem that uses the letters of his name as the first letter of each line of verse, that reveals the somber nature of the faith with which he was raised.  Little 7-year-old Isaac had this to say


I am a vile, polluted lump of earth.



So I’ve continued since my birth



Although Jehovah grace does daily give me



As sure this monster Satan will deceive me



Come therefore God, from Satan’s claws relieve me.

Um, joy to the world?  


One Sunday when Isaac was 15, he came home after worship complaining vigorously (none of us do that, I know!) about how awful and unbearable he found the singing of God’s praise in the service – how difficult the hymns were to sing and how dreary he found their lyrics.  His father responded, “Young man, give them something better, then.”  And he did.  Joy to the world, the Lord is come!  Let all their songs employ!  And truly Isaac Watts changed how congregations worshiped; he gave new shape to congregational singing and hymnody. 

What Isaac Watts came to understand about faith is that faith is not, cannot be, a solemn and somber affair devoid of joy.  Faith has to include – even exude – joy.  And sometimes that joy is so great, so overwhelmingly wonderful, that the only way to capture it is through music and in song.  Mary’s response to the news that her baby was to be the Messiah was to rejoice in song, to sing aloud, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my Spirit rejoices in God my savior!”  Joy to the world; the Lord is come!


The music of our faith just needs to must reflect and sing out and ring out and play out that kind of joy, must remind us that the joyful news of God’s light and love come to earth is not just a good news for this time of year, but a good news for all people, every day of the year.  The apostle Paul tells us that if a trumpet is played but makes an unfamiliar sound, no one will recognize it; no one will respond.  In the same way, faith without joy is like a trumpet that sounds the wrong notes.  It is unrecognizable, incomplete, does not allow others to respond…so at this time of year and all throughout the year, let your faith be full and complete; let music stir your heart and stir your soul, as together we sing out and ring out and rejoice in the good news of our faith: joy to the world, the Lord is come!  
