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Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
One of our family traditions on Christmas Eve is that we watch a filmed version of Charles Dickens' A 
Christmas Carol.  There are a number of filmed versions from which to choose, but we watch the one made in 
1984 with George C. Scott.  In previous years we would watch it after attending the 11:00 Christmas Eve 
service at First Lutheran Church in Kansas City.  Once we all got home and after we had changed into more 
comfortable clothes, we would gather in front of the television.  As it was usually about 1:00 in the morning by 
the time we’d get to it, there was something of a competition to see if anyone will still be awake by its end. 
 
Once our children started living on their own, some of them wouldn’t even stay to watch.  Usually, Debra and I 
were so tired we wouldn’t make it past Marley’s Ghost.  Most years, none of us would made it to the end.  That 
means we usually didn’t see that part of the story when Scrooge wakes up on Christmas Day a changed man.  
He wakes up—amazed that the spirits did all their work in one night—astounded that he hasn’t missed 
Christmas Day.  He is beside himself with unbridled joy.  The old man bounces up and down on his bed like a 
child.  He gleefully cries out: 
 “I’m as light as a feather!   
  I’m as happy as an angel!   
   I’m as merry as a schoolboy!   
    I’m as giddy as a drunken man!” 
 “Merry Christmas to all!” he shouts. 
  “And happy New Year to the world!” 
 
For some reason this image of Scrooge comes to mind when I think of today’s gospel story.  It probably 
shouldn’t, but it does.  Here are two very old people, Simeon and Anna, and both of them are filled with joy 
when the child Jesus is brought to the temple in Jerusalem.  The story doesn’t say they were light as feathers, or 
as giddy as drunkards, but it does say they were filled with joy in seeing the Messiah—in knowing their 
redemption and salvation was before their eyes.  It’s not hard to imagine, though, that maybe they were as 
happy as angels.  It’s not hard to imagine that maybe they did feel a little like children again.  True and 
profound joy tends to have such an effect on us. 
 
But maybe we have a hard time picturing Simeon and Anna with unbridled joy because we have a hard time 
picturing ourselves with unbridled joy, especially in church.  In the German Lutheran culture in which I was 
raised, unbridled anything was discouraged.  In the Scandinavian congregation I served in Kansas City for 
twenty-five years, I think much the same could be said.  Unbridled joy is difficult in a time when COVID-
fatigue is leaving many of us depressed and when we all had Christmas celebrations that did not include many 
of the things we enjoy most in this season.  So, I would like to share with you a reflection written by Frederick 
Buechner, for I think it has something to say to us. 

We need to be reminded that at its heart Christianity is joy and that laughter and freedom and the reaching 
out of arms are the essence of it.  We need to be reminded too that joy is not the same as happiness.  
Happiness is a human invention—a happy home, a happy marriage, a happy relationship with friends and 
career.  We work for these things, and if we are careful and wise and lucky, we can usually achieve them.  
Happiness is one of the highest achievements of which we are capable, and when it is ours, we take credit 
for it, and properly so.  But we never take credit for our moments of joy for we know that we do not make 
them and that we are never really responsible for them.  They come when they come.  They are always 
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sudden and quick and unrepeatable.  The unspeakable joy sometimes of just being alive.  The miracle 
sometimes of being just who we are with the blue sky and the green grass, the faces of our friends and the 
waves of the ocean.  The joy of release, of suddenly being well when before we were sick, of being forgiven 
when before we were ashamed and afraid, of finding ourselves loved when we were lost and alone.  The joy 
of love, which is the joy of the flesh as well as the spirit. 
 
Each us could supply our own moments, but there are two more things about joy.  One is that joy is all 
encompassing; there is nothing of us left over to hate with or to be afraid with, to feel guilty with or to be 
selfish about.  Joy is where the whole being is pointed in one direction, and it is something that by its nature 
we never hoard but always want to share.  The second is that joy is a mystery because it can happen 
anywhere, anytime, even under the most unpromising circumstances, even in the midst of suffering, even 
with tears in its eyes. 

 
When St. Paul was in prison and facing an uncertain future, he sat down and wrote what might have been one of 
his last letters.  He wrote to a group of people of whom he was very fond, the Christian community he 
established in Philippi.  Toward the end of this letter he wrote: “Finally, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the 
Lord.”  Just to show that he really meant it, he said it again a little later: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I 
will say, Rejoice.”  I don’t think St. Paul meant “Rejoice with a very somber and serious look on your face.”  
Or, “Rejoice, and then look around and make sure that everyone around you is okay with your rejoicing.”  No, I 
think St. Paul meant let it out.  Let the joy of knowing God is with us out of you.  Let the joy of knowing Christ 
is our Savior out of you.  Rejoice, so that other people will see that joy, and just maybe come to be part of it, 
too.  Rejoice, because we are like Simeon and Anna.  We have seen our salvation, and he is with us now. 


