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How is joy a part of your faith?
Complete Joy










Rev. Rich Landers

On the night of the Last Supper with the disciples, Jesus repeats and reemphasizes the commandment to love.  Despite the serious tone of the evening Jesus nevertheless speaks of joy:  “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.”
As it turns out, joy is part of our faith.  It’s written throughout the Bible: gladness, happiness, blessedness, joy.  “Let the floods clap their hands,” we read in Psalm 98, “let the hills sing together for joy at the presence of the Lord.”  Jesus also spoke about joy as a natural outpouring in the life of the disciples.

Those who abide in God’s love have the joy of Christ in them, and that joy is perfected so that it becomes complete.  
Joy is a fairly strong term.  Joy is extra-happy, very glad.  How could joy be more joyful?  It’s like being thrown into a swimming pool.  No one asks which part of you is wet, because you’re soaked in every part.  And yet the Gospel describes a growth and perfection in joy for those who abide in Christ.  Our joy becomes more perfect, more complete. 

Does this mean we’re supposed to be joyful?  Are we supposed to smile and laugh?  Be happy and glad?  Yes, have complete joy.

So much of our faith is serious.  We reflect upon our condition, our sin, our less-than-perfect behavior.  We also live in a less-than-perfect world with a lot of problems, and much sadness.  Sometimes we feel that if we take our mind off the serious matters of our faith, if we stop focusing on the problems and the sadness around us—we are somehow fooling ourselves, we are being less than faithful to our calling to care for a broken world.  We ask: How can I be joyful in the middle of a crisis?  How can I have joy when so much about the future remains uncertain?

What we see around us is often not joy, but despair; not connection, but segregation and factions.  I think the Gospel is on to something when it describes the measure of our joy as a function of our ability to connect, to be part of the same vine. 

The words of Jesus to the disciples suggest that joy is something we can have today.  It’s not something we have to wait for the end of time to experience and enjoy.  Jesus spoke to the disciples then, so their joy might be complete then—not at some ideal time in the future.

Joy is linked to other gifts and graces we have in Christ.  In Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, joy emerges from love, or is grounded in love.  Far from being self-absorbed or cut off from the pain and sadness of the world, love connects us with others.

First we abide in God’s love, but if we abide, we also love one another.  If we have any joy it is through this love, which opens to us the possibility of self-giving.  “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  We might not at first seek out joy in the realm of sacrifice.  What, after all, does joy have to do with sacrifice?  As we abide in Christ our joy is completed and fulfilled in ways that are beyond our expectation and understanding.  This completion takes place through our patterns of giving, in the ways we live with others and keep their needs in mind.

Joy begins today.  It is the natural outpouring of our hearts in response to God’s love, even in the midst of a broken world.
