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Christmas 2014 “Joy to the World” 

 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

 

 Joy to the world! I love that hymn. No Christmas celebration would be 

complete without this famous carol. I was fascinated to hear the history of this 

song and I think you will too. The lyrics were written in the 1700’s by Isaac 

Watts, who is regarded as the father of English hymns. He composed over 700 

hymns at a time when chant was being replaced by more modern music as a way 

of proclaiming the psalms. The melody these lyrics were put to isn’t the one we 

sing today. The melody we sing these lyrics to was arranged a century later as a 

tribute to Handel’s Messiah. The most interesting aspect of the hymn Joy to the 

World is that Isaac Watt’s lyrics are based on Psalm 98. In fact, the next time you 

sing this song, notice that there isn’t a single mention of the Christmas story 

throughout the hymn because it wasn’t meant to be a Christmas Carol. The song 

is about the second coming of Jesus at the end of time. 

  

Joy to the world the Lord is come; let earth receive her king. Joy to the 

world the Savior reigns; let us our songs employ. He rules the world with truth 

and grace, and makes the nations prove. Do you see it? Joy to the world is perhaps 

the most beloved Christmas Carol and yet it is a song that is more about Easter 

than it is about Christmas. And this is why I love the hymn, Joy to the World. 

Celebrating Christmas makes no sense without our Easter Hope. Christmas makes 

no sense without Easter.  

  

[Vigil] And we see this theme in our Gospel Reading tonight. What does 

the angel tell Joseph? The angel says, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to 

take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit that this 

child has been conceived in her. She will bear a son and you are to name him 

Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” See it? 

  

[Midnight] And we see this theme in our Gospel Reading tonight. What 

did the angel say to the shepherds in the field? The angel said to them, “Do not be 

afraid; for behold, I proclaim to you good news of great joy that will be for all the 

people. For today in the city of David a savior has been born for you who is Christ 

and Lord.” Do you see it? 

  

[During the Day] And we see this theme clearly in our second reading 

from Hebrews today, the author writes, “Brothers and sisters: In times past, God 

spoke in partial and various ways to our ancestors through the prophets; in these 

last days, he has spoken to us through the Son, whom he made heir of all things 

and through whom he created the universe, who is the refulgence of his glory, the 

very imprint of his being, and who sustains all things by his mighty word. When 

he had accomplished purification from sins, he took his seat at the right hand of 

the Majesty on high, as far superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is 

more excellent than theirs.” Do you see it?  
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 Even in our Office of Readings for Christmas Day we see this theme, 

Saint Leo the Great tells us, “Dearly Beloved, today our Savior is born; let us 

rejoice. Sadness should have no place on the birthday of life. The fear of death 

has been swallowed up; life brings us joy with the promise of eternal happiness. 

No one is shut out from this joy; all share the same reason for rejoicing. Our Lord, 

victor over sin and death, finding no man free from sin, came to free us all. Let 

the saint rejoice as he sees the palm of victory at hand. Let the sinner be glad as 

he receives the offer of forgiveness. Let the pagan take courage as he is 

summoned to life”. Isn’t that great? 

 

My friends, celebrating Christmas makes no sense without our Easter 

hope. We celebrate Christmas because Jesus has given us a gift that is better than 

anything we will find under the tree. Jesus has given us the gift of himself for the 

sake of our salvation. Now that is a cause for joy! That is a reason to celebrate!  

  

 And celebrate we will. After all our presents are opened, the invitation this 

Christmas is to not forget the birthday boy. Ask yourself what is one gift I can 

give to Jesus for his birthday this year? Think about it. What is one gift that I can 

give to Jesus in celebration of his birthday? Could it be the gift of prayer? Could it 

be the gift of reading a little scripture? Could it be the gift of a kind word to a 

family member? Could it be the gift of forgiveness for someone who needs it? 

Could it be a gift of charity to someone in need? What is one gift that I can give to 

Jesus on his birthday? 

 

 When I think of this invitation to give Jesus a gift, a movie I saw a long 

time ago comes to mind. The movie I believe was called “Pay it forward.” Do you 

remember that movie? It was a story about a boy who would help people in need. 

If he was successful in helping them, instead of paying him back for his service, 

they would have to promise to help three more people themselves, thus paying it 

forward. The idea is: if everyone did this, simple acts of kindness would spread 

exponentially across the globe.  

 

I like that concept because it works well with what in my mind Christmas 

can be. You see, there is nothing you or I can do than can ever pay Jesus back for 

the gift of love he has shown us. The best gift I can give to Jesus is to pay it 

forward, in my thoughts, words and deeds. If we all did this, there would truly be 

joy spreading throughout the world. 

 

 And so, how do we begin? Well, perhaps we can start by choosing to be 

ambassadors of Christ’s joy. How do we do that? Well, it is actually quite simple. 

It begins with, let every heart prepare him room, and then hear heaven and nature 

sing, and heaven and nature sing as fields and floods, rocks hills and plains repeat 

the sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy about the glories of his righteousness, 

and the wonders of his love, the wonders of his love. In this way, may God bless 

you and your loved ones with a truly merry Christmas!  


