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Christmas Eve 1998.  Jarratt, Virginia.   

  

In that little town, there were two churches, the Methodist church and the Baptist 

church.  There was a lot of family and friendships between the two congregations and 

so the town tradition was for there to be a Christmas celebration service at the Baptist 

church on a Sunday evening prior to Christmas and then the Christmas Eve service was 

held for everyone at the Methodist church.  It was an 11:00 candlelight service and at 

the end of the service, being about midnight and thus Christmas Day, we would walk 

out onto the front lawn of the church, form a big circle and sing together.  

  

It was like the Who’s from “The Grinch who Stole Christmas” coming out and singing in 

the town square, holding hands on Christmas morning….Methodists and Baptists 

together. 

  

But that year – 1998 – an ice storm made its way to town.  Took out all the power.  And 

with it – a lot of the heat.  The roads were becoming impassable….and you have to 

realize that salt trucks and plows were not necessarily a part of the infrastructure there.  

People usually just waited for things to melt.   

  

It ended up that year, that Christmas Eve was cancelled.  No 11:00 service.  No singing 

out on the church lawn at midnight and ringing the bell.  That night it was about 

sheltering in and staying warm somewhere. 

  

Our family along with so many other Jarratt folks, who didn’t have alternative sources of 

heat, found ourselves 10 miles down the road at a Holiday Inn.  We packed the rooms 

out.  We waited in long lines just to get some Wendy’s burgers, only to have the window 

close before we got to it.  So in the hallways of the hotel, people shared the cookies and 

cheese and sausage trays that they happened to remember to bring from home.  The 

next morning we went back to our house and the animals to open presents with our 

little girl, Moriah, who was just 1 ½.   

  



Cold house.  No lights on the tree.  Cloudy skies.  No cooking of dinner in the kitchen.  

There we sat,…in the living room with our coats on and opening Christmas presents.   

 The joy of the season seemed to be so distant.  Without all the trappings. 

 It was as if the Grinch had come and stolen our Christmas. 

 

But there was something deep down in my heart that felt something different. 

I felt, in some way, a little closer to the Christ child that Christmas. 

I felt like buried beneath the cultural expectations of the season, there was yet a leaping 

of joy in my heart.   

 

Because that Christmas - it wasn’t about everything being just so  

  

And without it all – without all the lights and music and traditions – without all those 

trappings that, while being joyful, can actually be distractions; without it all, my heart 

was able to dig a little deeper and experience the true gifts and presence of God. 

  

Without the lights on the tree, I was able to more deeply experience the presence of a 

child who came to be light for all – even in the midst of the darkness of my own sin. 

  

Without the home-cooked and hot Christmas dinner, I was able to get a taste of the 

fullness of God’s love. 

 

Without the warmth of a heated home, I was able to experience the heart-warming 

assurance of salvation. 

 

Actually, the Christmas “that wasn’t” seemed to help me experience a more real 

Christmas.  And when I think back on all the Christmases through the years, that one is 

the most vivid.  Not just because of its uniqueness, but because I experienced real joy.  

Altogether joy.  Not just the “almost joy” of a pleasant holiday.  But an “altogether joy” 

of a holy-day. 

 

And I think that might help us understand the key to the different between an almost 

joy and an altogether. 

  

An almost joy is dependent on life circumstances….and if those circumstances aren’t 

ideal, the joy is marred. 



But altogether joy is not dependent on life circumstances.  This is what Jesus taught. 

 

He who was born in a world that didn’t make a whole lot of room for him at his birth 

and has struggled to make room for him since….and yet the angels proclaimed good 

news of great joy. 

 

He whose mother’s pregnancy with him faced uncertainty….and yet his cousin Elizabeth 

greeted Mary with great joy…and the baby in her womb leaped with joy. 

 

He taught his followers about a joy that was not dependent on circumstances.  Let’s 

listen from Luke 6:20-23 

 

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 
21 Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied. 

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. 
22 Blessed are you when people hate you, when they exclude you and insult you 

    and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man. 
23 “Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that 

is how their ancestors treated the prophets. 

~~~~ 

 

He was saying: nevertheless – rejoice and leap for joy. 

 

That speaks to my heart…. 

For I know that when I am rejected because of my call, or when I am excluded because 

of my faith - it hurts and I certainly don’t feel happy, let alone joyful….but that’s based 

on an “almost joy” 

 

Yet Jesus said to leap for joy! 

 Not because of the rejection but because your heart and life are in the right 

place. 

 Altogether joy is joy in spite of what the experience is. 

 

 

 

 



Which brings me to our collective Christmas experience this year. 

 It’s not going to be the usual festivities.  Holiday parties have been cancelled.  

Large gatherings too – with Christmas Eve services that will be virtual.  Add to that 

illness in our families and church family.  Worries about the future…..and ongoing unrest 

in the world. 

  

Altogether joy looks at all of that and is undimmed by any of it. 

 

Altogether joy looks for the presence of the Christ child in the manger in the midst of it. 

 

So I pray this joy for you.  That your Christmas will not be marred by an unsatisfied 

“almost joy” but that you will experience “altogether joy” simply because God has come 

into the world with the purpose of showing you how much he loves you. 

 

So let us continue our Advent journey as we light the candle of joy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


