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Voices of Christmas: The Pilgrims’ Song of Joy 
Psalm 122 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
This morning we start a six-part sermon series on the Voices of Christmas.  

Each week of Advent and right through to Epiphany Sunday on the 5th of 

January, we’ll listen to a different voice (or set of voices) as they describe 

the Christmas experience from their perspective. 

We’ll be listening carefully for the emotions these people find in the story 

about the coming of God’s anointed one—the Messiah—into the world. 

We’ll look at the images these voices conjure for us as they describe the 

scenes of the story. 

And we’ll be looking at our own world for the faces and places where the 

Spirit of God is coming once again into our world, bringing with it the hope, 

love and peace that this time of Advent represents.  

This week, we begin with the voices of pilgrims.  Not the pilgrims we think 

of at Thanksgiving, the ones who landed at Plymouth Rock. 

The first voices of Christmas we hear this Advent are those of the Jewish 

pilgrims found in Psalm 122.   

Although written hundreds of years before the birth of Christ, these pilgrims 

speak of the joy of going to Jerusalem and the hope for God’s final victory 

over the evils and injustices of this world. 

The pilgrimage to Jerusalem was an occasion for great joy in those days.  

That's because Jerusalem was the center of the Jewish faith.   

It was the city of David, the political capital of the kingdom.   

But most importantly, it hosted the Temple of the Lord, the place the tribes 

of Israel go up to. 

Their sense of anticipation is clear: 



 2 

“I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’" 

And the excitement when they actually reached the city: 

"Our feet are standing within your gates, O Jerusalem” (Psalm 122:1-2). 

In other words: We can hardly believe it ourselves.   

We made it.   

We’re actually here! 

Can you hear the excitement in this voice? 
 
I would love to think that we get this excited about going to church every 

week—I don’t know, I hope we do.  But if we are thinking of our own time 

and place and culture, we might get this excited about going to football 

game.  Those of us who are die-hard fans would feel the anticipation of 

traveling to the stadium and the sense of joy at actually setting foot in the 

place where our favorite players do their thing. 

One way my family experienced this sense of anticipation took place a few 

years ago when we made our first trip to Disney World.  My wife and I 

bought Disney World guidebooks and placed them under the Christmas tree.  

Sarah and Andrew were surprised—shocked, really—to learn we would take 

this trip during spring break.  But that was four months away.  Over that 

time, the excitement and the anticipation built for all of us until finally, the 

day arrived, and we got off the tram at the entrance and walked through the 

gate out on to Main Street U.S.A.  And there was the joy of the moment.  

We had made it, at last!    

If we’re looking for a religious equivalent of this, it might look more like the 

way our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters would get excited about a 

pilgrimage to the Vatican in Rome.  You can get a sense of this if you watch 

the news on Christmas Eve and see a report on the Pope delivering his 
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Christmas message to the people gathered in St. Peter’s Square.  Tens of 

thousands of the faithful gather there every Year to hear the Pope speak 

words of hope and peace, and to call for justice for the poor and exploited 

populations of the world.   

It’s a very powerful sight—one many Roman Catholics anticipate each year 

and celebrate with great joy. 

Maybe it would help us to remember that the pilgrim who reaches Jerusalem 

is full of joy because entering the city is like entering another world.  For 

Jews, Jerusalem was the home of the Temple of God—the place where pious 

Jews believed God was present in a very special way. 

It was where heaven touched earth. 

For Christians, it’s a bit different.   

− That’s because Jesus is the center of our faith, not the Temple. 
− And Bethlehem, not Jerusalem, is the destination of our Advent 

pilgrimage. 
In the giving of Jesus, God’s presence comes into our world and into the 

lives of those who follow Him in a very special way.   

Heaven touches earth through the presence of God’s Holy Spirit, living in 

us. 

There is a huge emphasis in this psalm on the need for peace.   

“Pray for the peace of Jerusalem…Peace be within your walls…Peace be 

within you.” 

There is a good reason for this.  Jerusalem was no more peaceful at the time 

this Psalm was written than it was in Jesus’ day.  There were always social 

tensions in Jerusalem: tensions between the rich and the poor; the religious 

and those not so religious; the just and the unjust; the powerful and the 

powerless.   
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When we hear the Advent story, we must not forget that the good news of 

God’s coming into the world was not good news for everyone.  Those in 

powerful positions who did not love and respect God had little reason to 

cheer the coming of God’s justice because they practiced injustice.  (Later in 

this series, we’ll hear how Herod, the king of Judea, responded with violence 

at the announcement about the birth of God’s Son). 

In our own day, we struggle with similar questions of social and economic 

inequality; security against terror attacks, and how much of our freedoms we 

need to surrender in order to feel safe; questions about healthcare and 

services for the poor.   

So what message do these pilgrim voices of Christmas have for us? 

What do we hear in their pilgrim song?   

Ultimately we hear a song of hope and of joy, in God’s sovereignty and 

eventual triumph.  

− The hope is for God’s coming presence into the world; for Messiah, 
God’s anointed one, through whom God will begin to set the world to 
rights. 

− And the hope of final victory when Christ will come again, and God’s 
peace will reign supreme. 

In the meantime, we need to join these pilgrim voices in praying for peace.  

The equivalent of praying for the peace of Jerusalem today is to pray for all 

own towns and cities; for all the places that need to see God’s hope and 

God’s love. 

But more than that, it means we need to become the peace we ourselves have 

been given in Christ and take it out into the world. 

Any pilgrim journey is marked by change—no one goes on a pilgrimage 

seeking to remain the same as before they started. 
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In our pilgrim journey through Advent, we are asking God to transform us, 

to become the instruments of God’s peace in the world. 

This is also true of the journey to Bethlehem. 

It changes us. 

Through story and song, we are not the same when we take into our hearts, 

once again, the love of God poured out for us in the birth of Christ. 

We add our own voices to those of the pilgrims longing to see God's peace. 

And we will sing our own songs of hope: 

O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie, 

Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by; 

Yet in thy dark streets shine the the everlasting light. 

The hopes and fears of all the years, are met in thee tonight. 

This Advent, may all our hopes and fears be transformed by God's eternal 

light. 

Amen. 
 


