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LUKE 2:1–14

In those days a decree went out from Emperor 

Augustus that all the world should be 

registered. This was the first registration and 

was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All 

went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph 

also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee 

to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, 

because he was descended from the house and 

family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, 

to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a 

child. While they were there, the time came for her to 

deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn 

son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him 

in a manger, because there was no place for them 

in the inn.

In that region there were shepherds living in the 

fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 

Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and 

the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they 

were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not 

be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of 

great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in 

the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah. This 

will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in 

bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly 

there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly 

host, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
and on earth peace among those whom God 

favors!”

TO PRACTICE JOY
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Can you imagine how  
scared they were?

The angel notices how the shepherds are feeling and responds to them with reassurance. Before the 
angel shares the news—the news of great joy, the news she’d burst into the sky to share—she sees 
how her presence has terrified the shepherds and speaks peace to them.

“DO NOT BE AFRAID.” 

Then—maybe before they’ve even had time to hear 
that first instruction—she rushes in with the news. 

THE ANGEL CAN’T CONTAIN IT ANY LONGER: 
THE LONG-AWAITED MESSIAH IS BORN!  
And then—before they’ve had a chance to digest this incredible 
announcement—the sky changes again. What had moments ago been 
silent and dark now roars with sound and flashes with light, a multitude 
offering praise.

I wonder if the other angels joined with the first 
angel because the shepherds were frozen where they 
stood. They’d heard the instruction not to be afraid but 
hadn’t had time to figure out exactly how they should 

respond. This news was worth rejoicing over, but it’s hard 
to make a move from terror to joy in mere moments. I 
wonder if this crowd came to surround them, to say, 

“Here, this is how it’s done: Spread your 
arms wide enough to take in the sky. Raise 

your voice loud enough to echo through 
the land. Say thanks to God for this  

in-breaking. REJOICE!”
And maybe in that moment, the shepherds were 
reminded: “Ah, yes. This is how it’s done. We’ve been 
out of practice.”
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Have you ever been reminded how it’s done—this experience of joy—when you’ve 
fallen out of practice? Has anyone ever come along to teach 

you how to cultivate a practice of joy? 
Has someone taken your hands when you’ve been 

working too hard, pulled you up out of 

your seat at your desk, and danced you 

around the room, just for fun? Convinced 

you to eat ice cream for dinner? Sung along 

loudly—obnoxiously, really—with the car radio and 

urged you to join in?

 
At the beginning of each month, my planner’s “habit 
tracker” page invites me to name six practices I 
want to cultivate and fill in a space on a chart 
for each day that I complete them. I’ve been trying 
to include some challenging daily practices (run or 
swim, send a card, work on my school project), and 
some self-care (read poetry, take quiet time, go to 
bed at ten). 

When I near the end of the month, my chart is a 
heavily-spotted display of how often I’ve completed 
my practice. There are moments during the month 
when I look at all the squares filled in and think, 
“This is going well! I should challenge 
myself with something harder.” And 
then there are moments when I see so many 
blank squares that I think, “Next month, I 
should lower my expectations. I’ll 
see if I can manage to tie my shoes 
every day.”

When so much in the world feels uncertain or 
unsafe, when it takes a tremendous amount of emotional 
energy to navigate each day’s difficulties,

“JOY” CAN SEEM LIKE A LUXURY, A FLEETING GRACE, LIKE 
SOMETHING THAT DOESN’T BELONG AS PART OF OUR ROUTINE.

WHAT ARE SOME WAYS THAT YOU CAN CULTIVATE JOY DURING ADVENT?
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BUT COULD WE CULTIVATE 
A PRACTICE OF JOY? 
That’s what we do with things that are not yet easy and natural parts of our daily lives: we practice. We 
practice what’s new or challenging for us: piano, soccer, patience. We practice what we might have a 
knack for but want to get better at: drawing, soup-making, karate. We practice what we’re good at and 
know we’ll lose if we don’t keep at it: yoga, math, courage. 

Could joy fall into that category? 

Could we PRACTICE DELIGHTING 
in some piece of each new day,  

meeting each new person with wonder,  
treasuring each connection? 

If joy is not a spontaneous luxury, but a practice, it also becomes a tool we can use to meet challenges. 
If we can be unafraid of the empty squares on our charts, we can be gracious with ourselves. If we 
can be unafraid to respond to good news with our whole selves, like the angels showed the shepherds, 
we can access God’s power within us. If we can be unafraid to look silly in front of strangers, 
perhaps we can free them to find their joy, too. 

This Advent, being intentional about practicing joy might bring some 
much-needed lightness and laughter back to our days. 

It might help sustain us through the heavier, harder times, too.
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What gets in the way of your “practicing 
joy”?

Who might help you develop, or deepen, a 

practice of joy?

Share a story of a time you’ve experienced 
profound joy.

Can you remember when someone noticed how 
you felt, like the angel does for the shepherds? 
How did they let you know they noticed? 

What are some things you practice or would like 
to start practicing?


