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Grace, mercy, and peace be unto you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  
Amen
As already alluded to, today, this week, in the Advent Season is where we stop and rejoice.
· The third Sunday in Advent is dedicated to rejoicing.

· It is called Gaudeta Sunday which is Latin for rejoice.

Advent is to be a semi-penitential season and so, this week, in the midst of our preparations, and reflection, and confession as we await our Messiah,………

· We are to stop, rest, from all that and rejoice.

· To “see the light at the end of the tunnel” so to speak.

· Even today, we light the one pink candle on the advent wreath, a different color than the others, dedicated to rejoicing

· And rumor has it Santa Claus just may make an appearance right here at Hope, after our service.

· As the saying goes, “It’s the best time of the year!”

All that said, I don’t think Gaudeta Sunday is as big a deal as it was in the past.

· It seems that Christmas has bled backwards.
· Christmas songs started even before Thanksgiving.

· Black Friday, the big shopping day, the Friday after Thanksgiving, has now been replaced by Early Black Friday by big traditional holiday stores like Macy’s, Target, and Best Buy.

To even encourage us to rest from the reflecting, and confession in this semi-penitential season of Advent seems a little weird.

· We have already been rejoicing.

You’ve heard the words…….

· Tis the season to be jolly.

· Put on a happy face.

And all those Christmas songs that make you happy and get you in the mood.

· “Have yourself a merry little Christmas.”

· “It’s a wonderful Christmas time.”

· And, “Rockin around the Christmas tree”…….to name a few.

· You just have to be happy, because it is Christmas.

But truth be told……it may not be the happiest time of the year for you.

· Statistics and surveys show that America’s most stressful holiday is Christmas.

· It is reported that 38 percent of Americans stress level increases in the Christmas holiday season.

The holiday season is an amplifier.

· Let me show you what I mean and further develop where we are going with this message by looking at a few aspects of Christmas

Christmas is a great time for family get togethers and joy…….but it is also a time of discouragement, disappointment, and stress.

· Oh, there is the joy of family members and friends getting together for the big Christmas meal.

· But at the same time there are some underlying disappointments and stress factors.

· Maybe there is conflict within the group…..and you just hold your breath that it doesn’t blow up.

And then there may be family members and friends missing.

· It may be they couldn’t come home for the holidays.

· Maybe they just didn’t want to come home for the holidays.

· Maybe they are in the military and deployed overseas and unable to be home.

· Maybe they are sick or ill and unable to be there.

· Maybe they are no longer with us and you reflect and shed a tear that you miss them.

And then there is the other side of this.

· Those whose hearts are saddened because they can’t be with family.

· There is the military who, because he could not go home, spends Christmas alone, serving our country.
Or the elderly in an assisted living facility that sits in the room by themself.

· No visitors, No one, nothing special for Christmas.

At our Granite City Rehab Center, the ladies from this congregation here at Hope did their homework……

· And they joined forces with other Granite City Churches to provide gifts for residents who would otherwise would not receive a presents this Christmas.

· Our ladies provided gifts for 15 residents who do not have family visiting, and have a Christmas list that otherwise would not have been responded to.

· Great job ladies.  That brings joy to all our hearts this Christmas.

· As well as the joy of all the other donations and projects taken on by all of you this holiday season.

· The response to all the opportunities we have had, has been overwhelming.

How about those in prison?

· I serve at the Southwestern Illinois Correctional Center.

· I ask those guys about Christmas and for them it is just another day.

· Other than to reflect how they have let their family down, and how remorseful they are that they are not able to be with them.
Oh, but Christmas is for children!

· The holiday season is an amplifier.

· Who doesn’t want to think of the joy and excitement of Christmas for a child.

· But I also invite you to go walk the halls of Cardinal-Glennon hospital and look in some of the rooms.

· But I will warn you to brace yourself, and tighten your lip, otherwise your emotions may get the best of you.

· Children, sometimes fighting for their lives.  Their only Christmas outfit is the hospital gown they are forced to ware.

· And to express the joy of Christmas, they are restricted with the use of their arms by the IV’s placed in them to fight the cancer.
And then there are the Christmas presents themselves.  How can there be anything but happiness with the presents?
· The average American, the average American mind you will spend $1000 on Christmas this year.

· 71 percent of that is on gifts…..the rest is on non-gift items such as food (and drink).

Who of us, no matter our age, doesn’t remember that special gift that we got that we really, really wanted?

· But then there is the anxiety of how to pay for these gifts?

· Will they like the gifts I got?

· And, of course, there will be some who will have no gift.

· The holiday season is an amplifier.

I think you are getting the idea.  

· And all of this is not even to mention the anxiety of the season.
· It is such a busy time.  How will you get everything done?
· Too high of expectations is listed as one of the main stressors at Christmas.

· All this can even leave you waking up in the middle of the night and not being able to get back to sleep.

So in reflection…Gaudeta Sunday, stopping to rejoice is appropriate and a good thing.

· And in our Epistle reading, Paul helps us with this.

· He gives us three exhortations and they relate.

In the very first verse of our Epistle reading, verse 16 he says…….

· REJOICE ALWAYS, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances.

· Rejoice always…in every situation I just described?

· And give thanks in all circumstances.  All circumstances?  Not everything I mentioned was all that rosy.

· And in all this pray without ceasing.
And how can this happen? How can this be?
· Paul gives us the answer to that also at the end of verse 17.

· For this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.

· And God’s will changes everything.

It is like asking a parent what they desire for their children,

· And in the loving, caring way of a parent to us God’s children, God says that He desires that we rejoice.

Oh, certainly God desires that all people be saved.  He has sent His Son.

· But He also does not abandon us during this earthly journey.

· He desires that you rejoice day by day.

· That you rejoice always, and in all circumstances.

· You can live now, today, in a kingdom where you have joy as you wait for the day when He finally returns.

· There is joy in the Christian life.

And why is that?

· Because He is always there.  For the elderly with no visitors, for the prisoner in jail, for the military serving overseas…..He is there.

· He has ordered your life.

· He is aware of what is happening.

· He is working all things together for good, even though you may not understand it.

And you can give thanks in all circumstances.

· For the child at Cardinal-Glennon, for the parent agonizing over what to buy and how to pay for the presents, and even for everyone who seems stressed out by the holidays.
· You can be thankful that in His power and might and love and mercy and wisdom….God is in charge.

And this desire for you to rejoice is not said in a compelling manner.

· It is not like the world that says you have to be happy in this holiday season…..

· Or you have to be happy so you don’t ruin it for everyone else.

No, God is opening up a deeper, and richer vision for us.

· The encouragement of God comes out of a very deep love that He has already demonstrated in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

· And it is not restricted by a season, by health, by how things are going.  It is for all times and ways.
But we are not done yet.  We are given more.  
· This God who is with us; we can continually bring our needs and emotions and all that we have going on to Him.

Paul tells us to pray without ceasing.

· You are never alone.  And you know how important it is to be able to talk to someone.

· Paul is telling us here that you have a God who invites you to talk to Him at any time and He will hear and answer,

· The waking up in the middle of the night and not being able to go back to sleep.  Talk to God.

· Stress over family matters, getting all things done, buying the presents, paying the bills, God is available to confide in.

· I mentioned the men I serve in prison.  They shared with me this week that for those involved in the Bible study I lead, there way to cope is to form a prayer circle and time in prayer before ending each day.

· I told them that at times over the holiday I would not be able to be there.  Their response was, they will spend more time in prayer.

The holiday season is an amplifier.

· Perhaps you say you are too busy to pray without ceasing.

· Learn here from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ Himself.

In the midst of a busy schedule…..healing suffering people, casting out demons, responding to impatient disciples, traveling from town to town and preaching from synagogue to synagogue….

· We find these quiet words in Mark chapter 4………

· “In the morning early before dawn, He (Jesus) got up and left the house and went off to a lonely place and prayed there.”
· In this lonely place Jesus found the courage to follow God’s will and not His own, God’s words and not His own, and to do God’s work and not His own.

Perhaps you say, I have too much anxiety to pray.

· One night, at the church Todd attended there was a guest pastor brought in.
· Todd had started a business and it wasn’t going well.

· He was under a lot of stress.

The session ended and the guest pastor offered private prayers with anyone who wanted them.

· Todd, pretty much as a last resort, took the guest pastor up on the offer.

Todd went to the room where they were to meet.

· He wasn’t sure how this would work

· The guest pastor came into the room.  There were others with him.

· They stood near Todd as if to support him.

· Todd wasn’t sure what to do so he closed his eyes and stood there.

Suddenly Todd heard the words from the guest pastor, “I love you My son, I will answer your prayers.”

· Over and over again in the years that followed, those words have rang out to Todd.

· And Todd is ever reminded that God knows his deepest desires and will meet him in those times when he pours his heart out to God.

One final account or thought.  I think it will summarize all this for us as well as address the idea that perhaps you struggle with how to pray and be in that close relationship with Christ.  Or if not that, it will at least encourage you in your time with God.
· The story goes that there was an old man dying of cancer.

· The daughter called the pastor to come out and pray with her father.

The pastor went out.

· He found the man lying in bed with his head propped up on 2 pillows and an empty chair beside his bed.

The pastor assumed the old fellow had been informed of his visit.

· The pastor said, “I guess you were expecting me.”

No, the elderly man said, “Who are you?”

· The pastor introduced himself and then said that when he saw the empty chair, he assumed it was for him.

Oh yeah, the bedridden man said, and then he asked the pastor to close the door.

· The pastor shut the door.

· The man continued, “I’ve never told anyone about this….not even my daughter.

· All my life I’ve never known how to pray.

· At the Sunday service I used to hear the pastor talk about praying but it went right over my head.

I then told the pastor my dilemma.  He gave me a book to read.

· I started the book but in the first 3 pages I had to look up 12 words.

· I gave the book back to the pastor and told him thank you……and under my breath….for nothing.

And then about 4 years ago I had a friend tell me, Joe, prayer is just a simple matter of having a conversation with Jesus.

· He went on.  Here’s what I suggest.

· Sit down in a chair, and place an empty chair in front of you and in faith see Jesus in that chair.

· It’s not spooky because Jesus promised, I’ll be with you always.

· And then speak to Him, just like you and I are doing right now.

So Pastor, Joe said, I tried it.

· And I like it so well, I spend a couple of hours everyday in prayer.

· I’m careful though, I don’t want to have my daughter see me speaking to an empty chair and send me away as crazy.

The Pastor was deeply encouraged by the man and told him to continue his journey.

· Then the pastor prayed with him and left.

Two days later the daughter called to tell the pastor her dad had died.

· The pastor asked, did he seem to die in peace.

· The daughter said yes.

Before I went to run some errands, he called me over to his bed, kissed me on the cheek, and told me one of his corny jokes.

· When I got back about an hour later, I found him dead.

· But there was something strange.  In fact, beyond strange.

· Apparently just before daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on a chair beside his bed.

God is with you.  God is watching over you.  He is available to you at any time day or night.  You are never alone.
· Gaudeta Sunday.

· God’s will for you is to rejoice always, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances.

· You are a child in God’s Kingdom….now and for all eternity.

· Amen.

(Please Stand)  And now, may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.  
Having heard the Word of God we now prepare our hearts and minds to confess the words of the Nicene Creed as found on page 158 in your hymnal.
