
The Advent/Christmas season is flying past, it is hard to imagine that this is the third 
week of Advent, although its not hard to forget its the Christmas season.

I would not be truthful if I didn’t admit that each week I start off searching for what this 
particular Advent week’s topic or thoughts will be about. My biblical and religion 
knowledge just isn’t sharp enough to know where or what the subject is. Fortunately, 
the Internet provides a vast resource (too much at times) for this subject. 

Like so much of the Internet, you can find just about anything from basic Advent topics 
to complete, ready to preach, sermons-in-a-box. Oh yes, there’s a fee for that sermon. I 
would venture to speculate that my grandfather and uncle Claude would be amazed 
and shocked to see some of these “preacher tools.” In their day, the idea of a “sermon-
in-a-box” would have been unthinkable. Sure they might “re-package” a sermon used 
before, updating for current ideas or stories, as I’ve seen by the marginalia in my 
grandfather’s sermons. These “preaching tools” are just one more sign of how 
technology has changed so much of what we do.

So, after reviewing several sites Advent topics by week, I was able to create “keywords” 
(to use a technology term) of what each week’s topic could be:

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4
Prophecy Holy Family Shepherds Angels

Watch Prepare Rejoice Behold
Light Hope Joy Peace

Expect Receive Worship Proclaim

After looking at the keywords, none of them are surprising for Advent or the Christmas 
season. As I look back at the two previous Advent entries, week 1 seems to fall into 
realm of the topics for that week. The second week’s thoughts seem to have some of  
elements of week 2’s topics.

Now, here we are at the third week. Looking at the topics listed for week 3, I will admit 
some timidity about them. I know that many of this week’s sermons will be about joy, 
certainly the following week’s topic is peace. My problem is that I don’t write along a 
very structured path. It isn’t like doing an assignment -- this week, write about joy. In 
fact, for me, the words either just come out or they don’t -- forcing the words onto the 
paper just results in frustration.

To be honest, at this point in the Christmas season, I’d be more inclined write about 
humbug, much like a sermon given by Peter Gomes a few years ago. Don’t get me 
wrong, joy is a good thing. I like hearing “Joy to the World,” as long as I’m not singing 
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it, but, I don’t “do joy” the way some people can “do joy.”

Maybe I should clarify that a bit. I tend to find joy in less outward or public ways. I find 
joy in solitude and solace -- in the quiet moments of life. For me, joy involves less 
activity and more introspection -- a joy that might not be overtly obvious to someone.

So, by way of a long introduction, this week’s thoughts are about this type of “joy” and 
shepherds -- another keyword for this week.

Why shepherds? Well, shepherds lead a solitary lives tending to their sheep. Their lives 
are lived “off the beaten path.” Yet, their lives are filled with challenges and risks. They 
face the uncertainty of weather and living in nature. They risk having their flock 
attacked from predators or wiped out by some disease.

Reflecting on the bible Christmas story, Mary and Joseph discovered the inn had no 
room. Why was there no room? The “whole world” was massing for registration and 
numbering to see who would be taxed and eligible for service to the armies of the 
empire. 

So, came the birth of Jesus, the son of God. Perfect news to share with the gathered 
masses. Ah, but, the news was “broken” -- to use a modern term -- to the shepherds, 
those solitary nomads.

Why? Perhaps because things haven’t changed much since those times in terms of news 
as Thomas Merton noted:

“Nor are the tidings of great joy announced in the crowded inn. In the massed 
crowd there are always new tidings of joy and disaster. Where each new 
announcement is the greatest of announcements, where every day’s disaster is 
beyond compare, every day’s danger demands the ultimate sacrifice, all news and 
all judgment is reduced to zero. News becomes merely a new noise in the mind, 
briefly replacing the noise that went before it and yielding to the noise that comes 
after it, so that eventually everything blends into the same monotonous and 
meaningless rumor. News? There is so much news that there is no room left for the 
true tidings, the “Good News,” the Great Joy.” Thomas Merton

So this “Great Joy” is announced to the shepherds, those living in silence, loneliness and 
darkness. To those who are unmoved by the rumors of the day or massed crowds.

Again, how different is today than those days? Do we not live in a time of no room? A 
time of obsession with the lack of personal time? A time of “technological furies of size, 
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volume, quantity, speed, number, price, power and acceleration,” as Brother Merton so 
clearly wrote about some 35 years ago.

It seems to me that we haven’t changed much since the days of the Christmas story or 
when Merton articulated his concerns about modern times. So what? If that’s the way 
its been, what’s the big deal, someone might ask?

Well, is this the life that we really want? Have we been forced to accept this life? A life 
of no room has no more room for hope. “It is haunted by the demon of emptiness. And 
out of this unutterable void come the armies, the missiles, the weapons, the bombs, the 
concentration camps, the race riots, the racist murders, and all other crimes of mass 
society,” commented Merton.

This unfortunately sounds like our times. Where is the joy? Where is the hope? Where 
do we find our solitude, and contemplation -- our personal joy?

I wish I knew the answer to this, but I don’t.

For me, I find my personal joy in the quiet moments of being at home. In the moments 
spent reading and writing. As I get older, I find that I need more silence -- no 24x7 news 
channel, not even music -- just the quiet of the house.

Since my re-diagnosis, I find more personal joy in the smallest and simplest of things of 
life -- not in the “what do you do” or “what have you done lately.” Cancer simplifies 
and at the same time can make life more stressed. It is the solitude -- the time for quiet 
and reflection -- that keeps that stress down for  me. I feel a sense of privilege, especially 
when I watch the world around me whizzing by without regard for solitude and 
contemplation. I feel privileged to have been provided this little glimpse of an 
alternative to the chaos of our modern world.

In just a few days, we’ll be back in Friday Harbor, Washington for two weeks. I will 
admit that the slower pace of life there encourages the contemplation and the quiet 
creates a natural solitude. In part, the closeness to nature -- the trees, ocean and open 
skies -- makes a significant difference. This is not that different than the shepherds 
tending their sheep -- the drone of mass society is a faint memory.

We all need that quiet, that solitude where we can re-charge and gather our thoughts. 
Whether its getting away for awhile or finding that place in our local environment, we 
all need to contemplate the questions of faith, hope and love. We all need the solitude -- 
to quiet our heart and mind to hear the a different voice -- the voice of our soul, the 
voice of Something Great than ourselves. It is in these moments that we find our 

Advent Week 3

Page 3 of 4



personal joy. A joy that heals, warms and encourages us to keep going. A joy that foster 
and reinforces our faith. Faith is a necessity for our success in any human endeavor.

“Faith is that attitude of trust by which we embrace a possibility for ourselves; it 
is what stirs us to act in anticipating the fulfillment of that possibility. Nothing of 
prime importance in life ever happens without faith as an energizing factor. Faith 
helps to determine the shape of one’s life takes.” Sundays in the Tuskegee 
Chapel -- Faith & Pilgrimage 

For me, a single moment/event changed my reality -- “Your cancer is back,” and started 
me on to the road of realization that I needed to simplify and slow-down. Personal joy 
was a by-product, a pleasant gift that I hadn’t expected to find in the midst of surgeries, 
chemotherapy and all the other daily challenges of chronic cancer.

Hopefully a diagnosis or life catastrophe doesn’t have to occur for each of us to start 
down the road to a quieter, simpler and more contemplative life. Maybe we just need to 
make the decision to slowdown. Maybe this is the right time -- amidst all the holiday 
madness to find the simple joy of time with family and friends, of lending a helping 
hand, of letting the Spirit of the season touch our soul.

--/--
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