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“Joy for the World” 

Text: Zephaniah 3:14-20 
 
In his poem, “The Dry Salvages” T. S. Eliot describes those things that seem to pass unseen or, if 
seen, are not truly understood.  He includes this intriguing line, “The hint half-guessed, the gift 
half-understood, is Incarnation.”  When I read that line, what it suggests to me is that we are so 
familiar with the story of the birth of Jesus that we know all the details.  There is no longer any 
mystery or surprise to it.  And lacking mystery, there is little power to it.  We have it all figured 
out and there is nothing more to it. 
 
So let us hear the story with fresh ears that our sense of mystery, excitement and anticipation 
might be restored.   
 
Let us pray: O God, you come to us in strength and power.  And you come to us fragile and 
vulnerable as a baby.  Free us from preconceived notions that would dictate where we see 
you and how we experience you.  And meet us in this season in unexpected ways.  Amen. 
 
I am looking forward to seeing the display of nativity scenes in our Fellowship Hall.  Many years 
ago, an Episcopal Church near where I was serving, set up a display of nativity scenes from 
around the world.  It was a delight to view them. 
 
While they had the usual figures, sometimes there were adaptations to particular cultures.  There 
was an Alaskan one that included polar bears and even a whale swimming nearby.  One from the 
southwestern part of the United States featured angels wearing woven blankets and a fox hiding 
behind a bush.  It was as if the hesitant fox was getting as close as possible to witness this 
miracle birth.  There was one in which it looked like the angels were dancing atop the manger.  
The traditional account speaks of the angels singing, why not imagine that they danced along as 
they sang? 
 
But the one that really captured my imagination was one that featured an image of the baby, 
reaching down and holding onto his own foot.  And upon his face was a huge smile.  I stopped to 
admire this image thinking about Jesus enjoying this human body and smiling and laughing. 
 
The Rev. Robert Taylor found the same perspective on this story in the words of a nine year old 
boy named Adam.  Young Adam told the familiar story of the holy family, their entry into 
Bethlehem and the birth of Jesus.  When he got to Jesus in the manger, Adam revealed his own 
take on that story saying that Jesus lay in the manger “giggling away.”  What a wonderful image!  
Emmanuel.  God-with-us giggling away! 
 
I think if we look close enough, we can hear a bit of holy laughter that pervades the scriptures.  
In the readings from the prophets, like the one we heard this morning.  It begins with a statement 



inviting the people of God to sing and shout and rejoice.  That might not seem unusual until one 
realizes that this was written at a very difficult time for the Israelites.  They are in exile, 
surrounded by enemies.  This is not the time one might expect to hear laughter and rejoicing. 
 
But beneath all that is happening is secret that is hidden from their oppressors.  God is in their 
midst.  And God will give them victory.  There is a promise that God will deliver them to their 
homeland and they will be restored to their full glory.   
 
Even if our circumstances are different from those of the Israelites in the time of Zephaniah, we 
can all relate to that.  There are times when we just don’t feel like singing, times when it is 
difficult to be hopeful.  Times when we struggle to come to go about our daily activities, even 
coming to church, because our heart isn’t into it.  But there is a promise of a better day. 
 
It reminds me of the man who was lying in bed one Sunday morning.  His alarm clock had 
already gone off, but there he remained.  His wife gave him a less than gentle nudge and said, 
“Honey, it’s time to get up and go to church.”  He grumbled and growled and said, “I’m not 
going this morning.” 
 
She was having none of this and told him to get up and get dressed for church.  Pulling the 
blankets over his head he barked, “Give me one good reason why I should go.”  His wife replied, 
“I’ll give you two good reasons…because I told you so and because you are the pastor.” 
 
When we are discouraged, feel like giving up, think we are facing a lost cause, God smiles upon 
our circumstances.  It is not the smile that trivializes or makes like of the situation.  God smiles 
the smile of one who knows that things are about to change if we dare to believe that it can.   
 
This week I attended a service here in town for the remembrance of the shooting at Sandy Hook 
Elementary School.  Six years have passed since 26 young children and teachers will killed.  And 
in that time there have been more shootings.  One might become discouraged and think that we 
just have to live with this, that such tragedies are the new normal.  But I listened as a student 
from Noblesville, where there was a shooting last spring, and his father spoke.  They were not 
eloquent speakers and both of them acknowledged that.  But they felt that they couldn’t do 
otherwise.  They spoke from the heart about their fears.  When the shooting began, the young 
boy worried about his brother who was in the school.  When the shooting was made public, the 
father worried about the safety of his sons and their friends.  They were filled with fears and 
continue to be.  But they have channeled that fear into the desire to alleviate future shootings.  
They are networking with folks in their communion and throughout the nation.  As they spoke, I 
was reminded of Jesus’ words saying, “Blessed are the peacemakers.”  Such people are all 
around us.  They are here among us.  Amid the sorrow and suffering, there are peacemakers.  
They offer a new vision of how we can live together in harmony.  God smiles the smile of one 
who knows that peace is possible. 
 
We read the biblical words of a hopeful day that is dawning.  But do we really believe they are 
possible?  Or are they just the unrealistic rantings of ancient prophets?  Is it possible that the 
hungry can be fed, that peace can come to troubled places, that love can overcome all our 
differences?  Whether we believe it or not, really isn’t the point.  God believes it.  The God of 
joy and laughter is born within our hearts to offer the promise of new beginnings for our lives 



and the world.  God’s justice surprises us, catches us off guard, but it is right here among us 
looking for a place to call home. 
 
I am sure I have shared this story with you before, but it is one of my favorites.  For one year in 
seminary, I worked as a chaplain at a nursing home.  During this season, the residents would to a 
Christmas pageant.  They would read the story of Jesus’ birth while residents acted out each of 
the parts.  When the story was complete, the final scene featured Mary, Joseph, shepherds, angels 
and all the rest as a live nativity. 
 
In any Christmas pageant, producing the baby is always tricky.  One doesn’t want to simulate 
Mary giving birth, but how do you go from a pregnant woman to a baby in a manger?  At the 
nursing home, they worked it out this way.  Once everyone was in place, I was to come and ask 
everyone to pray.  And while our heads were bowed and eyes were closed, one of the nurses 
would quietly walk to the manger and place a doll there.  When the prayer concluded, everyone 
would open their eyes and “Voila!” there was the baby Jesus.  The plan worked fine in our 
rehearsals. 
 
When it came time for the show, everything was going smoothly.  All the characters came to the 
stage one cue.  When everyone was in place, I stepped to the microphone and invited everyone to 
pray.  It was time for the baby.  The nurse quietly walked to the manger and place the baby there.  
But she made one unexpected change.  She had decided, without telling anyone, that if her infant 
granddaughter was cooperative, instead of using a doll, she would put her granddaughter into the 
manger.  So, unbeknownst to anyone, instead of a doll, the manger was filled with a real, living, 
breathing child.   
 
I concluded the prayer and people opened their eyes and were in awe of the beautiful scene.  
Joseph, one of our residents, looked down into the manger for the first time.  He saw what he 
thought was a doll, only it was moving.  In a voice that could be heard for several rows into the 
audience he asked, “Where did he come from?” 
 
There was a momentary silence followed by laughter.  The solemnity of the moment was broken 
by tear-filled laughter. 
 
Nine year old Adam said the giggling was coming from the baby inside the manger.  At the 
nursing home it was coming from outside the manger.  But wherever it may have come from, 
this is a season filled with joyfulness and laughter.  It is a holy laughter.  God continues to smile 
upon us and watching our surprise at the outrageous possibilities that become a reality. 


