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Well, here we are! It’s the last Sunday of Advent and Christmas is almost upon us. It will be here 

before we know it. And by now we’ve realized that in so many ways, it will be unlike any other 

Christmas that we’ve ever celebrated. Is the tree decorated? Are the cookies made? What do you 

have to pick up for Christmas dinner or order from your favorite club or restaurant? Better yet, 

will you still be wrapping Christmas presents into the wee hours of the morning of Christmas 

Day? Perhaps some of our traditions won’t change, right? Yet, this year most of us are 

experiencing a different kind of Christmas. 

 

In our home, it has caused Dawn and me to think of some of our favorite memories of Christmas.  

For instance, Dawn and I spent most of our married life together hours away from our family at 

Christmas because I served churches outside of this area. Christmas was usually spent on the 

road travelling to be with family after our latest service on Christmas Eve, celebrating together 

with one another in our home, or having our home filled with family members who came to join 

us for Christmas. 

 

One year, Dawn’s brother and his family came to stay with us at our home outside of Lansing.  

He and his wife have five children. You can imagine how our home went from silent to high 

energy in no time at all with five kids running around. One of our dogs at the time would hide 

under our feet because there were people in the house who could look her in the eye. 

 

That year on Christmas morning, we were awakened to the sound of kids giggling in the spare 

bedrooms as they woke up. You could hear them sneaking down the stairs and then they came 

bounding back up to tell us that Santa had stopped overnight while they were asleep. Of course, 

we had to get up when they came knocking at our bedroom door. 

 

When everyone was settled in around the tree, Marah, who was around six at the time and the 

youngest of the bunch, was given the first gift to open. I can’t even remember what she received 

that year. All I can remember is that when she opened it, you could see nothing but pure 

excitement in her face. Her eyes shot out of her head. Her smile beamed from ear to ear. And she 

shouted, “This is everything I ever wanted.” She was too cute! 
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As we went around the room while the adults and older kids opened their presents, everyone said 

“Thank you” and mentioned how nice their gifts were. On the other hand, each time Marah 

opened a present, it was the same response. Big eyes bulging, the greatest smile and the excited 

exclamation, “This is everything I ever wanted.” 

 

It didn’t matter the size of the package or what was inside. You all know the drill; kids learn 

quickly which boxes they want to open first. They know the biggest boxes are usually last. They 

know what comes in those small rectangular clothing boxes. And their expressions change with 

each one, don’t they? But it didn’t matter to Marah, each present received the same response, 

“This is everything I ever wanted.” That Christmas, we adults wanted Marah to open up all the 

gifts because she sparked joy in each of us. Her joy was contagious! 

 

This year, however, Christmas seems a little different for most of us. How do we find joy in a 

year when everything we do that sparks so much joy for us is so different? While we know why 

it won’t be the same, it’s so often the traditions that have so much meaning for us at this time of 

year, isn’t it? It’s those things that we do that put us in the spirit of this season, and many of 

those things feel different. So where will we find joy this year? 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning is familiar to most of us. We know it as Mary’s Magnificat.  

It’s the song that Mary sings as she visits with her cousin Elizabeth in the hill country of Judea.  

To give a little reminder of the background before this song, both of these women are carrying 

children in their wombs. Elizabeth is preparing to give birth to John the Baptist. And, well, you 

know Mary’s story. 

 

Mary seems to be following Gabriel’s advice to visit Elizabeth, who was said to be beyond 

childbearing years, and see what God had done for her and Zechariah for herself. When the two 

greet one another, Elizabeth tells Mary that the moment she heard Mary’s voice, the child within 

her own womb “leaped for joy.” She praises Mary for believing what God might do through her. 

 

And Mary responds, “My soul magnifies the Lord and my Spirit REJOICES in God my 

Savior…” 

 

While the anticipated arrival of a child is a cause for celebration and joy, it’s not the first thing 

we might expect for Mary who was only betrothed to Joseph when she became pregnant with 

Jesus. This was certainly not how births usually took place. Elizabeth, too, was pregnant, but 

what risks did she face in bearing a child when she was thought to be beyond child-bearing 

years? Surely there would be fears and concerns, but happiness and celebration? 

 

Matt Rawle, one of the authors of our Advent study, Almost Christmas, points out that there are 

only two times in the Gospel of Luke where we see the phrase “leap for joy.” One of them is 

here. And the other is found as Jesus is preaching to his disciples as he says, “Blessed are you 

when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the 

Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven…” 
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“Rejoice…leap for joy…” Certainly persecution is not a cause for joy any more than an 

immaculate conception that only your cousin is going to believe. Yet, could it be that joy is more 

than mere happiness? 

 

Happiness is an emotion that comes and goes based on our circumstances. Yet, joy…joy…true 

JOY is a gift that comes from God. It’s deeper than happiness. It’s a gift that cannot be taken 

from us because joy is not just a feeling or an emotion. Rather JOY is the assurance that God is 

indeed with us whatever may be happening in the world around us. Joy is an abiding gift that 

rests deep within us. 

 

This is why John the Baptist leaps in Elizabeth’s womb. This is why Mary says, “My spirit 

REJOICES in God my Savior.” Happiness can fade. It comes and it goes based on what we’re 

experiencing in the world around us. JOY, however, is a gift that God plants in the depths of who 

we are, that we might recognize God’s presence and give light to that presence in the face of 

anything that may come our way. 

 

It’s Mary’s joy that empowers her to sing the Magnificat. In the face of her own predicament, in 

the face of the Roman occupation of the land, and in the face the oppression of her people, Mary 

sees that God is at work in and through her. Elizabeth acknowledges it first and Mary sees it, too. 

 

You see, Church, JOY is a gift that God plants deep within us. But is also a gift that is sparked 

when it is shared with others. 

 

Certainly this Advent and Christmas feel different than so many others. I haven’t been able to 

speak with anyone who faced the hardship of the 1918 pandemic to see what Christmas was like 

for them. On the other hand, I have seen God’s presence at work in this place and among you.  

Over 700 gifts went out to children and families through programs like Angel Tree ministries 

this year. Last weekend, between 600 and 700 cars came through our Heralds of Christmas in 

Lights in our parking lot. Gayle McGarvagh said that all she saw was pure joy on the faces of so 

many people who came through, thanking us for what you shared with people for miles around. 

 

Joy…you are reminding people that God is with them. The other week, we sang “O Come, O 

Come Emmanuel.” Emmanuel means “God is with us.” You are proclaiming it. One of our 

neighbors stopped over from Pleasant Street and told Gayle, “Your church is doing so much for 

our community in these days” as he experienced the parking lot lights with his child. 

 

Certainly, this Advent and Christmas is different than any other. But God hasn’t left us alone.  

God has not abandoned us. God is still with us. As I watched doctors that I have pastored this 

past week lead the way in being vaccinated, I saw God’s presence at work in them providing an 

example for us to follow as vaccines come out. God’s been at work in this time, O Church—just 

look around you—giving wisdom to medical researchers, wrapping gifts for children, sharing 

light in parking lots, reaching out to our communities, providing more housing for the homeless 

at Cass, putting stockings together…God is with us. And that promise sparks the gift of JOY in 

the depths of our souls and spirits no matter what struggles may have come our way. 
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The choice is not whether God has offered us joy. Rather it is how we choose to open it. Will we 

see where God is at work with eyes bulging and joyful shouts to everyone around? Certainly 

knowing that God is with us is “everything we ever wanted.” And if it is, what shall we do with 

this gift that we have received? 

 


