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 “Don’t it always seem to go… 

  …that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone?” 

 These words from Joni Mitchell have been playing over and over in my head this week. 

  The season of Advent is already - - almost gone. 

  This is the fourth and last Sunday of Advent. 

  Next Sunday Christmas will be gone. 

   And the Sunday after that the year 2020 will be gone! 

  A new church year, and a new president, and a new vaccine are here. 

   More or less… 

  Maybe by Easter of 2021 we will be able to meet in person more freely. 

   So much about this past year was - - weird - - and different. 

   And now - - it’s gone. 

  So much about this past year - - was about - - loss of one kind of another. 

   Loss of health or safety or freedom… 

   Loss of jobs or loved ones… 

   Loss even - - of regular everyday habits! 

   Loss of things like - - restaurants and movie theaters. 

 Don’t it always seem to go… 

  …that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.” 

 I think those words echo the past year for me because of the nature of many of the losses. 

  We didn’t expect ever to lose many of the things we lost in 2020. 
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 We never expected to lose restaurants and movie theaters. 

 We never expected to lose access to toilet paper! 

 We never expected to lose sports. 

 We never expected to lose just going to the grocery store without a hassle. 

  And we never expected to lose more than a quarter of a million people. 

 We never expected to lose confidence in our government - - at least not to this level. 

  Maybe on some level - - we just - - never expected to lose. 

   Think about something YOU have lost this past year…    

 “Don’t it always seem to go… 

  …that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone?” 

 Maybe those words - - direct us to look at what we DO have…before it’s gone. 

  Can you see - - the silver lining - - in all this? 

  Silver - - like Christmas bells - - ringing in new wings - - for some guardian angel. 

 I think there is something to be said for appreciating what we DO have. 

  And maybe this is just the year to do it. 

  What do you HAVE - - that’s NOT gone yet? 

 While you think about that - - let’s consider Paul - - in the New Testament. 

  Because Paul - - at the end of Romans - - is about to be GONE. 

 Paul roamed around the Mediterranean Sea from Jerusalem to Greece - - in the years 

following Jesus’ death.  /   He preached about Jesus - - and retold the story of Jesus death and 

resurrection.  /   He probably even said something like the words of Joni Mitchell to those early 

believers in Jesus - - who were dealing with Jesus - - untimely death on a cross. 

 “Don’t it always seem to go…that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone”? 
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 Paul urged early believers to stand firm and be hopeful. 

 He told them over and over - - how much JOY they brought him. 

 And at the end of the book of Acts we can read about Paul’s journey by ship - - across the 

sea to Rome.  /   The last thing we know about Paul is that he travelled to Rome.  /   Many 

scholars think he died there.  /   But like with Moses - - we don’t know for sure - - where he is 

buried.  /   In Paul’s case - - we don’t know for sure - - even when or where he died. 

The scripture reading for today is the very end of the letter to the Romans.   

 These are Paul’s last words to - - the people he probably saw last. 

 So in a way - - this is Paul’s farewell. 

  And the two verses are - - all ONE sentence! 

  The words just kind of pour out - - one on top of the other. 

 Commentator N.T. Wright describes it this way: 

 “Have you ever found your words running away with you through emotion?” 

 “…the construction of the sentence eventually gets top-heavy and falls over with arms 

and legs all over the place - - extra phrases and clauses tagged in there”. 

 He compares the sentence to kids splashing in a swimming pool. 

 This last sentence - - of this great letter. 

 Paul ends by being joyful. 

  He is joyful for God and for Jesus and for the prophets… 

  He is joyful for how they responded to his preaching…   

   And now - - it is just about to be gone! 
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 In another letter that Paul wrote to the church in Thessaloniki he writes to people he has 

been separated from - - and unable to go see in person.  /   We certainly know about that part of 

his experience!  /   People we haven’t been able to see in person who we miss… 

 Anyway - - in that situation Paul writes this: 

 “For what is our hope - - or joy or crown of boasting before the Lord Jesus at his coming? 

  Is it not YOU? 

  For YOU are our glory and our joy!” 

 Paul is separated - - these people are gone. 

  But Paul is so JOYFUL - - for them. 

 Paul is about to disappear from the Biblical story in Rome.  

  But Paul’s last words - - are words of joy. 

 Don’t it always seem to go… 

  …that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone? 

 I was thinking about this - - and about how one Sunday in Advent is often designated as 

“joy” Sunday - - to signify joy breaking into an otherwise purple season of waiting.  /   Usually 

that’s the THIRD Sunday in Advent.  /  This year - - for us - - it is the fourth.  /  Today. 

 As I said - - it’s been a weird year. 

 I saw a picture on my Facebook newsfeed that was of a front yard in the snow. 

  It showed Christmas decorations and lights on the house. 

  And in the center of the yard are three large letters: 

   J,   O,   and Y 

   Intended to spell out the word “joy”. 

   Except that the J has tipped over. 
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 This year our “joy” - - has been upset a little bit. 

  Instead of “joy” - - it’s just “oy” 

   Or as my grandmother used to say: “Oy - - yoy - - yoy” 

 So how can we KNOW - - what we’ve got - - BEFORE it’s gone? 

  And how can we find JOY - - in this season? 

  Partly by looking for the silver linings. 

 There’s a poem about a moth that captures it a bit for me. 

  The moth is flying toward a lit candle and is stopped in midflight. 

  A conversation ensues as to WHY moths fly into flames. 

 Here’s what the moth says: 

  “It is better to be happy for a moment, 

   and be burned up in beauty… 

  than to live a long time and be bored all the while. 

  So we wad all our life up into one little roll,  

   Then we shoot the roll. 

   That’s what life it for. 

  It is better to be a part of beauty 

   For one instant - - and then - - to cease to exist… 

   …than to exist forever and never be a part of beauty. 

  Our attitude toward life is: come easy go easy 

  We are like human beings used to be before they became too civilized… 

   …to enjoy themselves.” 

  To which the person questioning the moth replied: 
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  “I do NOT agree with him… 

  …but - - at the same time - - I wish there was something I wanted… 

  …as badly as HE wanted to FRY himself” 

 “Don’t it always seem to go… 

  …that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’ gone”? 

 In response to this question from Joni Mitchell, in her song, “Big Yellow Taxi” I’ll offer 

an account of something that happened during Advent - - a few years ago - - on Joy Sunday. 

 I’ll close with this story…which is from the Presbyterians Today Advent devotional: 

 “The nation was stunned.” 

 “Twenty children and six staff members at Sandy Hook Elementary School had lost their 

lives.  /  I walked into the sanctuary to prepare for worship on the third Sunday of Advent.  /  We 

light an Advent wreath and the third candle is known as “the candle of joy”.  /   The pink candle. 

 “Really God?”, I said. 

 Today. 

 As I sat staring at the pink “joy” candle I kept thinking about the joy God was speaking 

about in the Bible.  /  Joy wasn’t about everything being right.  /   Joy wasn’t about being happy. 

 Joy was the certainty of knowing all would be well because no matter what the situation, 

God was still God.   

 When the organist entered the sanctuary I told her that our worship plans had changed. 

 Some other candles were there in a box to be handed out - - for the singing of “Silent 

Night” on Christmas Eve.  /   I asked her to extend her playing for the last hymn because I was 

going to invite everyone to come forward and take one of those candles and light it from the 

flame of joy.  
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  As the service drew to a close and those candles were lit… 

  …we said a prayer for all those lives lost. 

 People came forward and lit their candle - - with the light of joy - - that was burning from 

a candle I had found so ironic earlier that day  /    It wasn’t ironic anymore.  /  Joy was still 

burning no matter how hard the world tried to extinguish it. 

 SO...     If that could happen in a Presbyterian church a few years ago… 

  …imagine - - what could happen in our lives. 

 Can we make this Advent time - - a time of joy? 

  No matter what we have lost… 

  No matter what seems like it’s gone in your life… 

  Can you see it as a part of the beauty? 

 Life is beautiful - - and brief. 

  And that really can be - - pure joy. 

   May it be so - - for you and for me. 

     Amen. 

 

  

  


