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Rejoice amid darkness 

Zephaniah 3.14-20 
Philippians 4.4-7 
Luke 3.7-18 
 
Today is the third Sunday of Advent, also known as Gaudete Sunday, from the Latin ‘rejoice.’ 

This echoes St Paul’s words to the Philippians: “Rejoice in the Lord, always; again I say, 

Rejoice.” Today is a summons to think about joy.  

There are false kinds of joy. There is the counterfeit joy that is naively optimistic and, at 

worst, insensitive. It puts on a smiling face and throws parties yet turns a blind eye to the 

need of others. It makes light of suffering. This is the joy of those who see through rose-

tinted glasses. There is also a tyranny to some forms of joy. Knowing you have to be joyful at 

a certain event carries with it a dread born of the denial of freedom. This takes on a sinister 

note in political climates where the state or the mob demands joy as a sign of loyalty. 

These examples challenge us during Advent. Do we put on rose-tinted glasses with all our 

celebrations? Is there a tyrannical expectation that we be joyful? Isn’t there something 

perverse about attempts to be joyful given the suffering in the world? It is tempting to 

despair of joy altogether, out of solidarity for those in need. 

Gaudete Sunday calls us to reconsider the purpose of Advent as seeking a true joy. It can be 

easy to miss this if we forget that Advent is a time of spiritual preparation. We can 

overemphasis the joy that lies at the end: the coming of God for the salvation of the world 

as the Christ-child.  But we can miss a key aspect of Advent. Gaudete Sunday encourages us 

to treat Advent as a journey deeper into joy amid darkness. 

Although the emphasis of Advent is different from Lent, there is a vital penitential element. 

There are clues of this in that the church is sparser and more sombre. There are no flowers. 

We do not sing the Gloria. By their absence we are asked to cast our vision further, deeper.  

We see this penitential aspect in our Gospel. John the Baptist challenges the complacency of 

the crowds who come to him as if he were a kind of eccentric precursor to Santa Claus. They 

are just going through the motions; thinking they might get something out of it, presuming 

they are children of Abraham, but with no living connection to God. John, however, 
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awakens their hunger for a true sense of joy by challenging them to bear fruits worthy of 

repentance. John's harsh words are applied with healing precision. They reconnect his 

listeners with their own sense of what is right. They should share their spare wealth and 

food; fulfil their duties; act fairly according to the dictates of their conscience. John reminds 

us that joy cannot take root if we do not make good on our most basic responsibilities. It is 

our duty and our joy as citizens and human beings to reach out to others in need. 

But John says more. His appeal to their conscience resonates with his listeners. It plants an 

expectation of greater joy, yet John warns them of the greater demand that comes with 

this. Rejoicing in doing our duty is not enough. It should open us up to a joy that extends to 

all situations and all people. This is impossible to fulfil in our own strength alone. It would 

leave us despairing. But as our reading from Zephaniah reminds us, this joy comes to us 

from beyond. It is a joy that comes from God. As John suggests it is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. 

It lies at the core of our baptismal identity. 

This sense of joy requires a shift in attitude. We must live in openness to the ever present 

possibility of a joy that burns down all barriers and exceeds the mere demands of duty. We 

must rejoice while continuing to act conscientiously, whether or not we experience the 

feeling of joy. Rather joy deepens and itself becomes an act of penance. As Paul tells us, this 

is discipline of rejoicing that softens our hearts, not with violence but with gentleness; not 

with anxiety, but with thanksgiving; not through our own power, but by trusting in the 

nearness of God and prayer.   

John the Baptist and Paul remind us that joy becomes superficial, tyrannical or depressing 

only when we think it is something we achieve on our own, rather than something we 

receive and share with others in a way that exceeds our expectation. 

In the darkness of Advent we are beckoned to see the world again in the light of such joy. 

We are to become attuned to how God's saving presence works through the goodness of 

creation in the midst of human trial and tribulation. This new vision is symbolised by the 

way our Advent journey takes us through different colours of joy.  

Most of advent is set to the colour of violet, echoing the penitential violet of Lent. Today, 

however, we turn rose. At the beginning of the service, the children came up to light the 
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Advent wreath. Alongside the violet candles of the previous two Sundays, today we lit the 

rose candle. In some churches the clergy and serving team will be wearing rose vestments. 

Rose is a hue lighter than violet, a step away from darkness towards joy. The watching and 

waiting of Advent opens our hearts to the pain in our world and within our souls. But it also 

opens us to a deeper sense of joy. The violet light of struggle carries within it the rose-

coloured dawn of joy. This only happens through the breaking in of God’s light. On the 

wreath, this is symbolised not just by the central white candle but by living flame. 

The rose-tinted light of Gaudete Sunday is the opposite of wearing rose-tinted glasses. We 

are not asked to manufacturer joy and deny what is difficult. We are given eyes to see the 

world itself as rooted in joy. The advent wreath, its evergreen leaves, its colours and its 

flames are a reminder of the whole sacramental nature of creation. We dare to hope in joy 

because joy is part of the fabric of the world itself as made by God.  

Just as we do not manufacture joy so we cannot possess it for ourselves. The opposite of 

tyrannical joy is utterly generous joy. As Zephaniah states, such joy participates in the joy of 

God who rejoices over the gladness of his people. This is the joy of love, a love which we are 

called to renew in Advent. God shows the way: love celebrates each person with all the joy 

that attends a feast. God's joy at our joy calls us back to our true home in God; a home that 

no disaster can destroy; a home to which all are invited to come to rejoice, the sorrowful 

and joyful alike; a home in which joy comes packaged in all the good things of creation and 

human interaction.  

This is where our Advent journey now calls us. 


