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Joy is not in things; it is in us.

                                      - Richard Wagner
Reading
In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it. 3Many peoples shall come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.’ For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 4He shall judge between the nations and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. 5O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord!
I need your help to begin this meditation. Please complete the following phrase with the first thing that pops into your head.  All I want for Christmas is… What’s that you say? I clearly heard someone mention a garbage disposal.  A garbage disposal! Someone has very low expectations.  What else did I hear?  Peace.  Did anyone say “My two front teeth?” Of course they did. Everyone knows that ol’ song. Even if you’re too young to remember the initial version, so long as Alvin and the chipmunks are around, each new generation will learn it. 

There are many, many things that we want for Christmas, and I’m sure that many minds raced to that one special gift, that special something that would make this Christmas complete. All I want for Christmas is… that new road bike, that iPad, or a host of other coveted items that are just to die for this year. I’m sure there is at least one thing you would really love to receive this Christmas. And that’s fine. I don’t want to disparage Christmas gifts.  They are wonderful things.  Lots of happiness and pleasure are spread around during the Christmas season, so please don’t take anything I say in the next few minutes as a critique of pleasure or generosity. It’s always a pleasure to sit around the Christmas tree on Christmas morning and watch family members rip into gift after gift. Not every gift is a home run, but somewhere in the mix there is usually a dinger. Christmas morning is a wonderful time; it brings much pleasure. As I reflect on Advent, however, and especially on the spiritual qualities that we celebrate, I can’t seem to find pleasure among them.  We celebrate hope, we celebrate peace, we celebrate love and, of course joy, but I’m not sure the joy mentioned in the Christmas story is the same as pleasure. There seems to be a difference between pleasure and joy and, if so, we should honor this distinction as we move toward Christmas, because Advent is a time to strengthen the spiritual qualities that give our lives meaning. So I ask; is it pleasure that we should seek out of Christmas or is it joy? 

Our culture constantly hammers home the message that there’s no difference between pleasure and joy.  There is little surprise here. In an economy that depends on consumer spending for 70% of its vitality, of course we’re going to be encouraged to spend, to bring pleasure, to dine out, to buy-buy-buy… to indulge and have a great time.  I can’t help but wonder, however, if this is the joy that the angels sang about; Joy to the World!  I can’t help but wonder if there is a difference between pleasure, which comes into our lives in fleeting fits and moments, and the joy of Christmas.  This sense of difference is strengthened by observations on joy offered by spiritual giants and thinkers of all times. Richard Wagner, for example, observed that “Joy is not in things; it is in us,” which inclines me to identify pleasure with the things we accumulate and lust after in life, and joy with the sense of well-being that sustains us at a deeper level. C.S. Lewis seems to agree, noting that joy is never in our power while pleasure is. At one point, in fact, Lewis goes so far as to say that he suspects that all pleasures are really a substitute for joy.  Finally, Maya Angelou observed that when we wish someone joy, we’re really wishing them all good things: peace, hope, happiness and well-being.  
Judging from these comments, joy seems much deeper and more profound than pleasure. Pleasure can be sought; pleasure can be bought; and sometimes even snatched from others at their expense. Joy, however, can’t be bought; joy can’t be stolen, borrowed, begged, or cajoled. We have no power over joy.  We can’t grasp it and hold it tight.  William Blake observed that if we try to bind joy to ourselves it will fly away like a bird on the wing. But if we kiss that bird as it flies by we will experience a wealth of joy.
Joy cannot be pursued, grasped, or possessed. Joy can only be discovered; a divine discovery that comes to us as a gift from God. Joy doesn’t come from the outside in; rather, it is discovered in our hearts when we open ourselves to it.

Philosophers have long been disturbed by the most fundamental of questions. Why is there something rather than nothing? If Thomas Aquinas is to be trusted, the answer to this question is: joy.  To put it plainly, God has so much joy that he had to create a universe with which to share it.  Joy – that sense of wholeness, well-being, and contentment - has its origin in God, and it’s been marked so indelibly in the depths of our hearts that all we have to do is open our eyes and recognize God’s gift of joy.  
Joy cannot be purchased or stolen, but it can be discovered as a gift from God. This joy is not fleeting like pleasures are.  Joy abides.  Joy can be celebrated again and again, and whereas certain pleasures might leave you feeling bloated and stuffed - like a turkey on Thanksgiving Day - joy leaves you feeling content, satisfied, and most importantly, whole.  Joy creates courage, joy leads to hope and, finally, joy offers us generous hearts; the desire to share, like God, our joy with others.
It has been said that a shared joy is a doubled joy. I would agree, and would trace this generosity to God’s desire to share joy that prompted the creation of the universe to start with.  Joy is meant to be shared.  Joy is a link between one life and another.  Joy lies at the heart of a faith community and the fellowship we know, because the angels still sing, Joy to the World, and the Christ makes that joy real in our hearts.  

If it’s joy we want this Advent and not simply pleasure, we won’t be able to depend on planning, making lists, going, buying and shopping, indulging... and on and on. If it’s joy we want we’re going to have to find the time to be quiet; find the time to listen for God’s voice and to feel joy welling up from the inside.  To return to our question, if all we want for Christmas is joy, then we need to begin with a time of quiet, a season of prayer, and the willingness to open our heart to God, the very author of joy.  
___________________________
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