
THE CAUSE
Rediscovering the Joy of Christmas

Texts: Luke 2:8-18

A Happy Christmas?

Do you know that, in Britain, when people are wishing each other well during 
the holiday season, they say, “HAPPY Christmas to you”?  When I lived in 
the U.K. many years ago, I would hear the Brits saying that and I always 
wanted to correct them. Excuse me, I thought, but the phrase is “MERRY 
Christmas.” The more I thought about it, however, the more it seemed to me 
that THEIR way of saying it, actually captured quite well what many of us tend 
to focus on this time of year.

How many of us come at this season thinking to ourselves: “What could I add 
to the home or the wardrobe, the car or the golf bag, the tool-set or the toy 
closet to make my spouse or other family members HAPPY? When I open up 
what’s under the tree for me, will I be HAPPY? Are the people at my Christmas 
party HAPPY? As another year winds toward a close, am I feeling happy? The 
search for happiness is an American pastime that finds its crescendo at 
Christmas.

But what exactly IS happiness? How does it work? And should it be occupying 
as much of our energy as it currently does? It strikes me that there are a few 
things we can reliably say about this subject and I want to explore that with 
you this morning.

The Nature of Happiness

For one thing, it is important to note that HAPPINESS is a feeling. Nobody with 
a bad toothache, or shivering out in the cold, or who just buried a loved one 
ever says: “Wow, am I HAPPY!” Happiness involves feeling good. It is a 
palpable sense of well-being.

Secondly, this well-being is conditioned by circumstances. That is to say that 
it’s closely related to the immediate and variable conditions of one’s life. We see 
a classic example of this in the holiday film, CHRISTMAS VACATION. Clark 
Griswold, played by comedian Chevy Chase, has had a huge year in business. 
He’s expecting a big Christmas bonus. Puffed up by his greatness as a provider, 
he tells his family that he’s going build them a swimming pool. The family hails 
Clark as a hero! So the Griswold’s are what? They are HAPPY. But then what 
happens? The big bonus doesn’t happen. The pool doesn’t happen. A lot of 
bad stuff happens and now the Griswold’s are what?  UNHAPPY.  

It’s a shallow made-up example, I know; but it’s a TRUE STORY in the deepest 



sense. For all of us, our sense of well-being, our happiness, is deeply affected 
by circumstances. It varies with our health or wealth, with the opinions others 
have of us, with the traffic and the weather, with the fortunes of our children 
or our sports teams, with whether we got what we wanted under life’s tree. 

And, to some extent, happiness is also competitive. In other words, it’s linked 
to how I’m doing compared to other people. In the household where I grew 
up, there was a pernicious practice. Santa organized people’s presents into 
separate stacks. We would burst into the room on Christmas morning and feel 
our happiness barometer rising or falling instantly, depending on the size of our 
stack – as compared to our siblings. I’d open each present and then look to see 
if one of my siblings or my friends had gotten something better. I know YOU 
would never had done that. But I’m still in recovery. 

For a lot of us, happiness works this way. It’s connected to this subconscious 
sense of scarcity – this Darwinian fight or zero-sum game in which we are either 
winning or losing, ahead of the pack or falling behind. Watch what happens to 
your happiness when someone grabs the parking space you were heading 
toward or steps in front of you in line or grabs that last item you were looking 
for.

Because of all of these factors, happiness is, finally, a pursuit. The pursuit of 
happiness is a big idea in American society. We’ve even enshrined it in our 
Constitution. But the very phrase suggests that happiness is an elusive and 
perpetual hunt. Getting our feelings, circumstances, and competitive 
performance all lined up is a difficult and mercurial challenge, one that’s hard 
to control. Pursuing happiness can be a frenetic, exhausting chase. We have it 
one moment, then it’s gone the next. We open one of life’s presents and shout, 
“Yay!” We open the next and its, “Ohhh.” 

A Truer Story

This is why we need a truer story to assess and build our lives on than the Myth 
of Happiness constantly being peddled at us, maybe especially at Christmas. 
Don’t get me wrong. Happiness is not bad. It’s a lovely part of life. It’s not 
wicked to want happiness or to give it to our loved ones. But since that good 
feeling is so volatile and unreliable, why would you or I settle for mere 
happiness – when God offers us a far more foundational gift – the gift of JOY. 
Listen again to the messages the angel of the Lord declared to the shepherds: 
“I bring you good news that will CAUSE great JOY for all the 
people” (Luke 2:10).

Now, I know we tend these days to have a pretty romantic picture of the life of 
the shepherds we associate with Christmas. But here’s the true story. The 
FEELINGS that came with spending day after day out in the elements with 
minimal shelter were not particularly good ones. Hanging around a flock of 



stinking sheep, far away from family or the opposite sex was not particularly 
pleasurable. Being bored out of your mind much of the time, except for when 
you had to risk your life against marauding predators, didn’t fall into the ideal 
CIRCUMSTANCES category. 

And as far as COMPETITION for status goes, shepherds were losers. They were 
seen as scoundrels who grazed other people’s land or sold off the increase of 
the flock and pocketed the profit. Rabbis routinely warned their congregants 
not to purchase milk, wool, or lambs from shepherds on the assumption these 
were stolen goods. Shepherds were viewed as ceremonially unclean and, 
therefore, not welcome in places of worship.  Shepherds were barred from 
serving on juries; in fact, their testimony was considered inadmissible in court. 
A rabbinical commentary on Psalm 23 sums up the attitude at the time: “There 
is no more disreputable occupation than that of a shepherd.”  

Yet it was to these people for whom the pursuit of happiness was particularly 
elusive that God gave the gift of great JOY. 

The Gift of Joy

How would you describe the difference between happiness and joy? Here’s a 
way of thinking about it.

Happiness is a sense of well-being based on how you feel; 
but JOY is a state of well-being based on how God feels about you. 
Happiness comes from your immediate circumstances; 
but JOY comes from knowing your eternal condition. 
Happiness is often competitive or comparative; 
but JOY is often communal. It is a good we often feel in greater measure 
when we are with others. It connects us with others. 
Happiness is a relentless pursuit you’re never done with; but JOY is more like 
an in-breaking gift that stays with you, filling you with wonder and 
gratitude. 

The shepherds we meet in the story of Christmas were not particularly happy 
people, but they became the recipients of GREAT JOY. Out there in the fields, in 
the midst of a difficult life, they were awestruck to find that God saw them and 
cared for them enough to reveal his glory to them. One of the principal roles of 
shepherds in the region around Bethlehem was to tend the flocks that were 
used in the continual sacrifices of the temple. How poetic that these same men 
were now the very first outsiders to meet the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world, once and for all. 

The life of a shepherd was an unpredictable challenge. Yet that night, those 
men discovered that whatever the immediate circumstances of their life, they 
had eternal security because they were people upon whom the favor of God 



rested. And as the shepherds went on to Bethlehem, the joy they experienced 
out in those fields became even more communal. Those ordinary people 
became part of an expanding community of those whose lives were changed by 
the coming of Christ. And the shepherds began to spread the good news of 
God in a way that would one day touch you and me.

If you remember nothing else I say, remember this. The JOY God offers people 
is a life-changing gift. I was reminded of that recently when I stumbled across 
an interview that GQ magazine did recently with renowned talk show host, 
Stephen Colbert. Colbert, as most of you will know, is one of the most popular 
comedians in America and the successor to David Letterman. But there is more 
to Colbert that few people know. Colbert’s early life was far from happy. At 10 
years old, Stephen lost his dad and two brothers in a horrific plane crash, 
leaving him alone at home with his mom. 

When asked by the interviewer how he could experience such losses and not 
become angry or bitter, Colbert said that the secret was his Christian faith: “The 
context for my existence is that I am here to know God, love God, serve God, 
that we might be… with each other in this world and… in the next.” Colbert 
went on to describe how even in his mother's days of unremitting grief, she 
drew on her faith that even sorrow and suffering are inseparable from joy, 
because the eternal God is always at work for good. 

Stephen was 35 years old before he could really feel the truth of that for 
himself. I was walking down the street, he says, and"[It] stopped me dead. I 
went, 'Oh, I'm grateful… I felt so guilty to be grateful. But I knew it was true." 
The GQ interviewer reports that Colbert's eyes filled with tears as he said, "It 
would be ungrateful not to take everything with gratitude.”  It doesn't mean 

you want [all of] it. [But] I can hold both of those ideas in my head."  To this 
day, on Stephen Colbert’s desk at CBS sits this simple plaque containing a truth 
he once heard in church: “Joy is the most infallible evidence of the 
presence of God."

I don’t know how happy you are this Christmas or whether the happiness index 
will go up or down for you in days ahead. I know there is a lot in your life and 
in the life of our world that can challenge the Clark Griswold in all of us. We 
dwell in fields where wolves roam, threatening the flock. We live in times where 
chronic injustice and terrible divisions exist in too many places. But do not lose 
hope. For I bring you good news that I pray will CAUSE great joy to strengthen 
your life. 

God notices you and cares for you, as he did those shepherds and that little 
boy Stephen when tragedy struck. He comes to you this season to reveal 
himself in the face of Jesus. The divine favor God has sent to rest upon you is 
your eternal security. It will never change, no matter how your life’s 



circumstances do. You are part of a community of joy now. Don’t keep the 
goodness of God to yourself. Share with the least, the lost, and the last, the 
practical help and spiritual hope that the birth of Jesus heralds. And may this 
true story enter your heart, mind, and soul, like the in-breaking of light, like the 
in-breaking song of angels on a starry night, like the laughter of comedy, till it 
fills YOU with a wonder, hope, and gratitude that nothing can kill. 

Have a happy Christmas, even a merry one. But most of all, I wish you a truly 
JOYFUL Christmas – one filled by the “great joy” for which Jesus is THE CAUSE. 
For “Joy is the most infallible evidence of the presence of God."
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