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Third Week of Advent  “Sharing Joy” 
December 13, 2020 

Message by Pastor Marianne Cotter 
First United Methodist Church 

Baraboo, Wisconsin 
 
 
Isaiah 61:1–11 
 

The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, 
    because the LORD has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
    to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
    and release to the prisoners; 
2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor, 
    and the day of vengeance of our God; 
    to comfort all who mourn; 
3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 
    to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
    the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
    the planting of the LORD, to display his glory. 
4 They shall build up the ancient ruins, 
    they shall raise up the former devastations; 
they shall repair the ruined cities, 
    the devastations of many generations. 
5 Strangers shall stand and feed your flocks, 
    foreigners shall till your land and dress your vines; 
6 but you shall be called priests of the LORD, 
    you shall be named ministers of our God; 
you shall enjoy the wealth of the nations, 
    and in their riches you shall glory. 
7 Because their shame was double, 
    and dishonor was proclaimed as their lot, 
therefore they shall possess a double portion; 
    everlasting joy shall be theirs. 
8 For I the LORD love justice, 
    I hate robbery and wrongdoing; 
I will faithfully give them their recompense, 
    and I will make an everlasting covenant with them. 
9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations, 
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    and their offspring among the peoples; 
all who see them shall acknowledge 
    that they are a people whom the LORD has blessed. 
10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, 
    my whole being shall exult in my God; 
for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, 
    he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, 
as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, 
    and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots, 
    and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, 
so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise 
    to spring up before all the nations. 
 
Luke 4:16-21 
 

16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the 
sabbath day, as was his custom.  He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was 
given to him.  He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
    because he has anointed me 
        to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
        to let the oppressed go free, 
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

20 And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down.  The eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him.  21 Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.” 

 

 
 
Have you ever had a song that kept running through your head? Catchy tunes you sing over 
and over?  For me lately it’s been this bit of “Thanksgiving Eve” by Bob Franke.  Joe Kimmell 
sang this song for us a few weeks ago. 
 
“What can you do with your days but work and hope, 
Let your dreams bind your work to your play. 
What can you do with each moment of your life 
But love til you’ve loved it away. 
Love til you’ve loved it away.”  
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Thank you, Joe Kimmell, for this song that I can’t help but keep on singing!  
 
Today I want to talk about another song that goes on and on.  It’s a song God has been 
singing since creation.  A song of the goodness of creation and the flourishing of life.  A song 
of abundance and the fulfillment of potential.  We hear it in Genesis: “In the beginning, God 
created . . . and God called it good.”  The word good in Hebrew is Tov – or life furthering.  
Plants, animals, humans, all of it is good and meant to call forth more life.  Life flourishes 
when we live in right relationship, in shalom.   
 
This song was taken up by the people on Mt. Sinai.  By giving the newly freed slaves from 
Egypt the Law, the LORD transformed them into a holy people.  God’s intention in giving the 
Law was to ensure human flourishing.  The fulfillment of life for God’s people, the strangers 
among them and animals too.  Provisions were made so those with no means of economic 
support – the widows, orphans, resident aliens – could flourish too.  When people lived 
within this covenant, there was justice and there was joy.  But in time this song became 
distorted.  The poor, the widows, the orphans the strangers were forgotten.  Worship of the 
LORD became separated from honest dealings in the marketplace, and the fair distribution of 
wealth.  The people ignored the prophets who sang God’s justice song.  In time, the LORD 
used the Babylonians to punish the people of God for this failure.  And the people lost their 
homeland and were sent into exile.   
 
In the passage we heard today, God’s song of justice and flourishing is heard again.  This 
time it’s sung by the author(s) of third Isaiah.  Rather than being written by one author, the 
book of Isaiah was created by three authors (or three groups of authors) who wrote over a 
span of two hundred years.  The part of Isaiah we heard today dates from the time of the 
return of the exiles from Babylon, 538 B.C.E. 
 
Isaiah shares a vision with the returning exiles.  Their land, the Jerusalem temple, and all of 
them as God’s people, will all be reclaimed and made new.  Now is the chance to rebuild a 
city and society that won’t repeat injustices of the past that led to their exile.  Isaiah 61:4 
“They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall 
repair the ruined cities . . .”  What had been ruined will be restored.   God’s song again will be 
heard, that melody of both justice and joy.  “Everlasting joy shall be theirs. 8 For I the LORD 
love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense, and 
I will make an everlasting covenant with them.”  Justice and joy: this is what God is doing. 
 
Verse 11 uses images from nature and agriculture to point to and describe the future, this 
flourishing in the time to come.  “For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden 
causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to 
spring up before all the nations.”  A restored Israel was never just about them; it was always 
for the sake of the world.  God’s song of justice and righteousness will be sung by God’s 
people and “9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their offspring 
among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are a people whom the 
LORD has blessed.” (Isaiah 61:9).  
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In the reading from Luke, Jesus takes up God’s song of justice and joy.  
Jesus comes to his hometown, to the synagogue and chooses to read 
from the scroll of Isaiah to deliver his keynote address, his mission 
statement, the declaration of his purpose.  Isaiah 61:1-2 “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 19 to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  Jesus came for the flourishing 
of all people – not just the wealthy.  In Luke, Jesus will be a friend of 
the poor and marginalized.  These will be the ones best able to build a 
just and joyful society.  
 

God has been singing the song of human flourishing, justice and joy since creation.  Isaiah 
took up the song and so did Jesus.  So what about us?  Today, the third Sunday of Advent 
our focus is joy.  The joy that brings justice to all.  The song the author of 3rd Isaiah and Jesus 
sang about: the everlasting joy that arises when the poor have good news preached to 
them, when the captives and the oppressed go free, when the blind can see!  If we are 
followers of Jesus, then it would seem like our purpose in life would overlap at least 
somewhat with Jesus’ purpose.  If Jesus cared about justice, we should too.  And we do care 
about justice here at First UMC.  We believe that part of being a follower of Jesus means to 
help others, do all the good we can, and love our neighbors.  And justice is the form love 
takes when dealing with groups.  Justice which leads to human flourishing for everyone.  If it 
feels like a burden to you right now to have to seek justice (and you just don’t have energy 
for one more thing because of this pandemic), no worries.  Justice and joy is God’s work.  It 
doesn’t belong to yours.  The joy and justice song belongs to God and this song will keep on 
going whether you sing it or not.  Jesus never coerces anyone to follow him, sing with him; 
he only invites and leaves us free to follow or not.  The good news is that the risen Christ 
continues to sing this song through the Holy Spirit filling people like you and me.  It happens 
in surprising ways.   
 
Sara Jaquette Ray teaches environmental studies at Humboldt State University in California.  
Her purpose in life is to train Generation Z (those born in the mid-1990’s through 2021) to 
know about what it takes to pursue justice – in particular environmental justice.  In her 
twenty year career her students were her teachers in learning to appreciate the role of 
emotions and the arts in working for justice for the long haul.  Prof. Ray now incorporates 
psychology, art and the humanities in her teaching on climate change.  One student in 
particular, a senior, had throughout the semester learned to work through her feelings of 
hopelessness in the face of the challenges we face as a planet.  Prof. Ray watched this 
student progress from despair to empowerment and what was crucial was joy.  For this 
student it meant going through her “baking phase.”  She started bringing her baked goodies 
to class and earned the reputation of being the person who fed everyone delicious food.  
Prof. Ray writes, “The pleasure she brought us was an outlet for her stress . . . I came to 
realize that {for those who seek justice,} the baking stage might be necessary for many of 
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us.  Anarchist feminist Emma Goldman is famous for supposedly having said, ‘If I can’t dance, 
I don’t want to be part of your revolution.’  If the future we are working to protect doesn’t 
have pleasure, my student was saying, then she didn’t want to be part of it.”  Prof. Ray 
counsels anyone who wants to pursue justice to make a daily practice of the joys that make 
life worth living.  Both unproductive and productive positive actions help build resilience.  As 
long as these pleasures are not self-destructive, even if there’s apparently no connection to 
justice work, do them anyway.  Find joy right now.  Prof. Ray saw in her baking this student 
was also touching on the life that we all seek: a life of abundance, fulfillment, joy, where 
everyone thrives, not just a few, and where human connections remind us we are not alone. 
 
We have a cookie baker at First UMC.  She finds joy in making cookies for others and her 
cookies have accompanied some of the prayer shawls that have gone to teachers, people in 
grief or going through difficult times this fall.  She finds joy in creating and helping.  Little 
pleasures like cookie baking, walking in nature, singing, tango dancing in your kitchen, 
working puzzles, whatever helps you take delight in this created world, these can help us 
keep on singing the song God wants us to take up.  Little joy-filled things can help us 
remember the flourishing of life is what this is all about.  Isn’t this the life God intended at 
creation?  Isn’t this what life is all about, according to the prophet Micah when he wrote, 
“they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, and no one shall make 
them afraid?” Micah 4:4 
 
So, I end where I began: with a song.  With Bob Franke’s version of the prophet’s vision of 
human fulfillment:  
 
“What can you do with your days but work and hope, 
Let your dreams bind your work to your play. 
What can you do with each moment of your life 
But love til you’ve loved it away. 
Love til you’ve loved it away.” 
 
Amen and amen.  


