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We might be inclined to take a pass this year when hearing 
the exclamation, “Rejoice, always!”  We may not be in that 
much of a mood for rejoicing.  Things have been dismal for 
some time, and even though there is a light at the end of the 
tunnel, the tunnel itself looks like it will get darker before 
we get there.  Rejoicing?  Come on!  Give me a break. 
 
We might be inclined on this Gaudete Sunday, to politely 
celebrate the liturgical event, lighting the pink candle, and 
singing the Advent songs, while in our hearts and minds we 
are thinking that this does not really have much to do with 
what’s going on outside of our hour of church on Sunday.  
But that seems to be a common response to the message of 
the Gospel in any case—nice ideas and happy thoughts but 
a bit irrelevant when it comes to putting food on the table 
or a gift under the Christmas tree. 
 
Perhaps a little context is in order.  Maybe we should give 
ourselves the benefit of reflecting for a moment on the 
situation in which the words were first spoken.  What was 
going through Paul’s mind when he first wrote those words 
for the community of Christians gathering in Thessalonica?  
What kind of people were the recipients of such an upbeat 
communiqué?  Do they have anything in common with us?  
Can the words addressed to them really still have some 
meaning 2000 years later? 
 
Just as is the case in so many circumstances the answer is, 
“It depends.”  Paul’s admonition to “rejoice always” was 
sent to a community which had reason to fear, not rejoice.  
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Christianity was an outlaw religion at the time, for one 
thing, so the very fact of being a Christian automatically 
made a person vulnerable to arrest and imprisonment and 
often death at the hands of a brutal society for which 
human sacrifice was no big deal. 
 
Along with that there was the general sense of confusion 
about what to expect from Christianity itself.  The 
expectation that Jesus would be returning soon was 
beginning to wear thin, and people weren’t sure how to 
reconcile the new life they had experienced with settling in 
for the long haul.  How long could the person who had 
turned their lives over to Christ be expected to wait for the 
salvation to come? 
 
Beyond that there were the usual contingencies of life—
those things that we face whether the “times” are good or 
bad—getting older, facing death, either one’s own or that 
of a loved one, being called upon to go to war, dealing with 
a younger generation which seemed to be falling away 
from the values that we had hoped to instill in them.  There 
was a long list of reasons to think that rejoicing could not 
really be the order of the day. 
 
Does any of this sounding familiar?  So, how could Paul 
justify exhorting the Thessalonians to rejoice?  May it had 
to do with his discovery that, in spite of all those things 
which seem to have plagued humanity from the beginning, 
there was a reason for hope because God had visited his 
people and provided for them a way forward; something 
besides more of the same and the usual dead-end.  Paul had 
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discovered that it paid to trust in God.  Paul had put his life 
in God’s hands and had seen how it had borne fruit beyond 
what he could ever have imagined.  Paul had found a way 
which had proven itself worthy of his best efforts, and that 
way was so full of meaning and promise that he would not 
let even the prospect of his own death draw him away from 
it. 
 
John the Baptist was party to that same experience. 
Something had happened to John out there in the desert 
which convinced him of his own mission and gave him the 
clarity to see how it would play out and the fortitude to stay 
true to it no matter what.  For John it was simply 
awesome—God was going to fulfill the ancient promise in 
his day.  John himself would see the coming of the 
Messiah, the long awaited one.  That was the quintessential 
cause for rejoicing. 
 
We would be mistaken to think that Paul and John were 
compelled to rejoice.  In both their lives there was plenty of 
reason to draw a different conclusion.  Their cause for 
rejoicing came from having learned from their own 
experience and from their faith tradition to read the signs of 
the times and detect the small beginning that would end up 
changing everything, even in the midst of seeming to 
change nothing. 
 
Our own response will be dictated by the same process.  If 
we look at the events of our day and choose to see nothing 
but the same old story, we will become quickly discouraged 
and rejoicing will be impossible.  But if we take the 
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promises of God to heart and let them work on how we see 
the world, what went previously unnoticed, will come to 
light.  New beginnings will seem possible.  A way forward, 
even in the midst of darkness and difficulty, will be made 
known to one who looks with the eyes of faith and chooses 
to believe in what God has said and continues to say to us. 


