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Communication is more than words.   

If you text someone and ask, “How are you?” and they reply “Doing great”, 

how do you interpret that? 

If you knew my co-worker Shawn from my day job and texted him, you 

could hear in your mind him saying [enthusiastically], “Doing great!” 

If you know *me* and texted me, you could hear in your mind me saying 

more times than not [sarcastically], “Doing great.”  Not a great 

attitude, I confess—every night in my prayers. 

Today’s scripture passages also have that range of meanings of “doing 

great.” 

The Old Testament passage today is from Isaiah 61 and is part of the last set 

of chapters, called “Third Isaiah”, because it takes place later than the 

previous chapters and is after the return of the Jews from exile in 

Babylon. 

Last week we heard from chapter 40 in Second Isaiah where the people are 

just returning and God comforts the people after being in exile for a 

generation.  If you asked them, “how are you?”, they’d say 

[enthusiastically], “Doing great!  Can’t wait to rebuild and get back to 

our old way of life.” 

Today’s passage is from chapter 61 in Third Isaiah where people have been 

back for a generation or two.  If you asked them now, “How are you?”, 

they’d say, [sarcastically], “Doing great.  We’ve barely made any 

progress on rebuilding the temple, people are turning to other gods, 

and the gap between rich and poor is greater.” 
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The reality of life in Jerusalem has turned out nothing like the expectations 

for a restored Jerusalem and a righteous community as proclaimed by 

the prophets and as envisioned by the returnees. 

But today’s passage starts off with the promise of change to come, 

beginning with: 

“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; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

If those words sound familiar, that’s probably because this is the passage 

Jesus quotes in Luke 4 when he is asked to read the Torah that day, 

so you see why this Old Testament passage is in our Advent lectionary 

reading.  Remember, of course, that “messiah” in Hebrew means “the 

anointed one” to underscore the point further. 

And so, while Jesus fulfilled the activities described here, consider these 

words also originally applied to the prophet.  Imagine you are Isaiah 

saying these words, “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because 

the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to 

oppressed to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 

captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favor.” 

So perhaps rather than hearing these words of waiting for God to do great 

things for us, perhaps we should hear them as a divine command to 

go out and bring healing to our broken world. Or, to put it in Advent 

language, maybe we are called to be Christ to others. 
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For the point of Christmas is the Incarnation of God, where God is no 

longer “there”, but “here” among us and is one of us.   

The Incarnation asks us to see ourselves as the image and likeness of God, 

to whom has been given the dominion of this world.   

In that capacity, the image is a charge to act justly within this world of 

injustice, violence, prejudice, and oppression. We are not Christ’s 

image when we lord over others, but rather when we serve others and, 

thereby, serve the Lord. 

And that is why Paul, if he spoke Latin, says in the beginning of today’s 

epistle lesson, Gaudete [gow-DET-eh]—“Rejoice always.”   

The past few Sundays we have been hearing from the earliest written part of 

the New Testament, Paul’s first letter to church in Thessalonica and 

today we hear the closing words of that epistle, beginning with 

Gaudete. 

The Thessalonians are concerned that many of the first and even second 

generation of Christ followers have died and still Christ has not yet 

return.  They are asking, “When will be the Parousia, the coming of 

Christ and the end times?  Will we see Jesus return in great glory?” 

Paul tells them, “Rejoice always. Pray without ceasing. Give thanks in all 

circumstances.” So, when should they rejoice? Always.  And how 

often are they to pray?  Without ceasing.  And when do they give 

thanks? In all circumstances.  

Now this is not about being happy and always having a smile on your face 

even in the face of adversity.  Happiness and joy are not the same.  As 

Pope Francis said at a mass several years ago,  
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“To be happy is good, yet joy is something more. It’s another thing, 

something which does not depend on external motivations, or on 

passing issues: it is more profound. It is a gift. 

“To be ‘happy at all moments, at all cost,’ can at the end turn into 

superficiality and shallowness. This leaves us without Christian 

wisdom, which makes us dumb, naïve, right? All is joy … no. Joy is 

something else; it is a gift from the Lord.” End quote. 

Paul’s imperatives to rejoice, pray, and give thanks are evangelical 

imperatives. It calling on the Holy Spirit to manifest itself in the life of 

the community and to acknowledge, name, and live into these gifts. 

These gifts are not simply moral obligations or disciplines intended to 

prepare the believer. They are manifestations now of God's presence 

in the Spirit that consumes and transfigures spirit, soul and body. 

Today’s gospel lesson from Luke is called the Magnificat, which is Latin for 

“magnify” and taken from the beginning of today’s passage, where 

Mary sings “my soul magnifies the Lord.”  And magnify in the sense 

of “magnificent”, which literally means, “doing great deeds.” 

Mary sings how God has done great things for her and holy is God’s name 

and through her son God’s promises will be fulfilled. 

Both in Mary’s song and in Jesus’ ministry we see the God who loves us as 

we are—but does not leave us as we are. 

Mary’s song magnifies the Savior who loves the whole world with a love 

that makes creation whole. God’s saving judgment is for all of us, 

bringing us down from the pride that fills us with ourselves until we 

can’t see either God or neighbor, but also bringing us up from the 
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shame that distorts our worldview and convinces us that no one — 

not even God — could love us.  

So, though we live in challengingly times and experience grief and 

suffering, we rejoice in the Lord, in the coming of the Anointed One 

and prepare for that coming by magnifying him through our words 

and deeds, by holding fast to what is good and abstaining from every 

form of evil, so that when the Messiah comes and you ask him, “How 

am I doing?”, he embraces you with love and says, “Doing great!”  

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


