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“Gaudete/Rejoice Sunday”

Today, being the third Sunday in Advent, is referred to as Gaudete Sunday. Gaudete

is the Latin word for rejoice, so the theme for this Sunday is joy. As people of faith,

we rejoice in God. The apostle Paul, in his Letter to the Galatians 5:22, he lists joy as

the second fruit of the Spirit. So obviously joy was important to Paul. In his Letter to

the Philippians 4:4, he exhorted the faithful to: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I

will say, Rejoice.” 

   Famous scholar and author, C.S. Lewis described joy like this: “Joy”...referred to

those  fleeting  experiences  that  came  unexpectedly  to  him,  triggered  by  such

different things as a beautiful poem, a memory, or a scene. It was a sense of seeing

into the heart of things as though a door beyond this universe opened momentarily

and then closed suddenly. For him “it is that of an unsatisfied desire which is itself

more  desirable  than  any  other  satisfaction.”  They  were  experiences  of  intense

longing  and  although  the  sense  of  want  was  acute  and  even  painful,  the  mere

wanting was felt to be somehow a delight.1 In both Testaments of the Bible, joy is

closely connected with God’s saving actions, which brings us to our psalm. 

   Psalm  146,  along  with  Psalms  147-150  are  all  hymns  of  praise.  They  are

sometimes  referred  to  as  Hallel  psalms,  Hallel  is  short  for  the  Hebrew  word

Hallelujah, which, as in Ps 146 is translated “Praise the LORD!” Notice that our psalm,

as do Psalms 147-150, all begin and end with “Praise the LORD!” According to my

NRSV Lutheran Study Bible (LSB p. 849), “Hymns of praise give witness to God’s love

and grace through a call to praise (“Praise the Lord”) and reasons for praise (“for the

Lord...”). These songs were composed for community worship.” Most likely they were

sung at Israel’s festivals.

   Psalm 146, along with Psalms 147-150 all form a closing doxology of the Psalter.

Just as at one time, you probably remember, our worship ended with singing the

1 Charles J. Healey, Modern Spiritual Writers: Their Legacies Of Prayer (New York: Alba House, the Society of St. 
Paul, 1989), pp. 72-73. 
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doxology: “Praise God from whom all blessings flow...” so the Book of Psalms ends

with these doxology psalms, praising the LORD. 

   Psalm 146 does not have a superscription. However, my LSB gives it this title:

“Praise for God’s Help,” and the Good News Bible (GNT) has this title: “In Praise of

God the Savior.” Indeed, our psalm associates joy with God’s saving actions. 

   Unlike worldly leaders, God is reliable. God’s love and grace are made real through

God’s saving actions. These saving actions of God are the reverse, the opposite of

corrupt, sinful and imperfect worldly leaders. The psalmist lists ten of God’s saving

actions:  God  keeps  faith  forever;  executes  justice  for  the  oppressed;  feeds  the

hungry; sets prisoners free; heals the eyes of the blind; lifts those who are bowed

down; loves the righteous; protects strangers; upholds, supports, helps orphans and

widows,  and  brings  ruin  to  the  wicked.  These  ten  saving  actions  were  concrete

examples of God’s love and grace among the Israelites. 

   So, what did they do in response to God’s saving actions, God’s love and grace?

Well, they rejoiced, they were joyful by singing their praises, the hallelujahs to the

LORD. 

   How do you and I respond to God’s saving actions, God’s love and grace among

us? Here is one example, as told by Pastor and Professor Jerry Schmalenberger: After

riding a public bus for four hours, then walking about three miles back into the

Sumatran jungle, we arrived at the Bona Pinesa (village of origin) of one of my Batak

Christian  Seminary  students.  After  catechizing  approximately  150  on  Sunday

evening, we drank coffee they had picked and roasted, and then we sang. A beautiful

Kebaya-clad  girl named Omega stood and lined out hymn after hymn to familiar

tunes.  The  next  morning  I  preached  a  naked,  simple  gospel:  of  Jesus  born  in

Bethlehem, a ministry in Galilee, on the cross for our forgiveness, Easter resurrection

that we too might come out of the grave, and return in spirit to be with us here and

now.  And  then  while  the  old  women  chewed  napuran,  we  sang  and  sang  and

celebrated the presence of that same spirit with us still. A pig was killed and a hula

(celebration) was held. We ate sac sang and they presented me an ulas (cloth of deep

friendship). That simple, without-frills Christianity touched me deeply as we sang
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hymns of joy in God’s presence. It was the basics at Tapiannauli bush village and it

was full of joy.2  

   Joy, as this story suggests, comes unexpectedly, in places and situations that may

very well surprise us. I think that was most likely the case for the ancient Israelites

too, when God’s actions were not necessarily predictable—as for example, when God

executed justice for the oppressed by setting them free from Egyptian slavery, and

when God acted to heal the eyes of the blind. Such marvellous and miraculous events

stirred within the Israelites a response of deep joy to God’s love and grace. 

   The same was also true when God worked within Mary, and told her that she would

give birth to Jesus the Messiah and Saviour of the world. She responded by joyfully

singing the Magnificat. 

   We too can rejoice, like Mary, and sing our songs of joy in response to what Jesus

has done and continues to do for us through his becoming one of us, living among

us, showing us how to live by following his example, and his suffering, death and

resurrection, which bring us abundant life now and the promise of eternal life in the

future. During this season of Advent on this third Sunday, we are filled with joy as we

celebrate Jesus’s presence right now, right here in the word and sacrament. We are

also  joyful  because  the  time  is  drawing  closer  when  we  celebrate  his  birth.  So

hopefully during the days ahead, you will  be surprised by joy as you prepare to

celebrate Christmas. Hopefully even in the day-to-day activities of your life, you will

be surprised by joy with Jesus’s presence, love and grace.   

   In closing, I’d like to share with you now a time when Pastor Julianna and I were

surprised by joy. A number of years ago, we visited Pastor Julianna’s relatives in

Germany. When we arrived, we visited the church where one of her aunts and cousins

worshipped.  When we entered the church hall,  we were greeted by  the church’s

women’s choir, who joyfully sang for us, giving us a mini-concert. The joy on their

faces as they sang praises to the LORD was contagious—we too were surprised by

and filled with joy. We all joyfully celebrated God’s loving, gracious presence among

us. 

2 Jerry Schmalenberger, These Will Preach! Stories And Metaphors For The Pulpit (Lima, OH: CSS Publishing Co., 
Inc., 1999), p. 75. 
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   So may we, like the ancient  Israelites,  like Mary,  like all  the faithful  Jews and

Christians down through the ages and today respond to God’s saving actions of love

and grace by singing with confidence our songs of joy. For in joyful confidence we

too can sing: “The LORD will reign forever, your God, O Zion, for all generations.

Praise the LORD!” Or, as The Message puts it: “God’s in charge—always. Zion’s God is

God for good! Hallelujah!”     
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