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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT

FINDING SANCTUARY: SACRED SPACE AND CHRISTMAS GRACE

Relationships Bring Joy
Luke 1:39-56

During this Advent season, we have been looking for places where we
find sanctuary, those spaces in life that offer us comfort, assurance, and a
sense of safety while nurturing us in every way.  First we considered the
roads we take in life, the journeys we choose as sacred spaces that lead us
to the grace of peace.  Last week we thought together about the sacred space
of our dreams which offer us the grace of hope.  Today we think about the
sacred space of relationships which brings us the grace of joy.

Mary and Elizabeth were not the first people to feel visceral excitement
when someone special was nearby.  Yet, we find in this simple story a picture
of the complicated ingredients that make up our relationships.

We see two women at the extremes of the child-bearing spectrum who
are reunited in this burgeoning story of Jesus’ birth.  Mary, a young woman,
barely touching the lower limits of womanhood greets her decades older
cousin.  Both of them are expecting miracle babies: Elizabeth because she
is well past the time of childbearing and yet is great with child and Mary
because she is a virgin who somehow is quite pregnant.  We are also told that
these two women are filled with the Holy Spirit: Elizabeth because of her faith
in God and Mary because she is literally carrying the progeny of God in her
womb.

Separately, each of these women has fretted and fussed and worried
and winced at being pregnant, especially in such unlikely and distressing
ways.  Yet, when they are near to one another, when Mary, out of her
excitement and relief at finally reaching her cousin’s home, calls out,
“Elizabeth!”, the baby in Elizabeth’s belly leaps with joy as if he had been
anxiously awaiting her arrival.  The two hug–cousin to cousin, woman to
woman, baby to baby–and the joy is palpable.  Elizabeth blesses her young
cousin and baby and recognizes that she is blessed to be in their presence. 
Mary, overwhelmed by what is happening to her, releases all of that pent-up
fear and excitement in a song of praise and gratitude to God. If ever there is
a picture of joy in scripture, here it is!



Neither of these women has had an easy life, nor will they ever have
one.  Elizabeth is old and will realize that the baby’s stroller doubles as her
walker.  Mary is young, but she already knows that her heart will be broken
for love of this child.  Each one is already the subject of suspicion and ridicule. 
Both will bear the burden of their sons’ lives.  It is a complicated joy that we
see, but isn’t the complication what makes joy so sweet?

Jan Richardson reminds us that the word “Complicate has its roots in
Latin words that mean to fold together, as when a recipe calls for an
ingredient to be incorporated into the mix; an intentional introduction of a
substance that is brought into concert with everything else in the bowl.  The
word refers,” she says, “to more than simply combining things; it gets at how
they become intertwined and entangled.”1

When you think about it, most of our relationships, especially the ones
that mean the most to us, are complicated.  That is, they are intertwined and
entangled in a variety of ways, most, but not all, of them good.  Sometimes,
just like a good recipe, relationships have to be stirred and mixed and poured
out and put through the fire before their delicious goodness is enjoyed.  When
that happens, the result is truly a delight!

In the sacred space of relationships–especially the ones that we work
at, the complicated ones that test us at times–we receive the grace of joy. 
That was the reaction of Mary and Elizabeth and of her unborn son John.

In a few moments we will hear one of the most-loved and appreciated
works of Christmas music.  The Gloria, known in its place in the Christian
Mass as Gloria in excelsis Deo, is truly a work of joy.  “Glory to God in the
highest,” it proclaims as it tells a story of the soul seeking the joy of the Lord.

Antonio Vivaldi wrote this work around 1715 while he was a priest,
music teacher, and violinist at the Ospedale della Pietà, an orphanage for
girls in Venice, Italy.  In truth, it was likely a home for the illegitimate
daughters of noblemen who wanted their secrets kept safely.  The Ospedale
was well funded and widely known and respected for its superior musical
instruction and performances.  These young girls were among the best
musicians and singers to be found, yet, because of their secret parentage,
they were kept hidden.  When they performed, they did so from a balcony

1Jan Richardson, “A Complicated Joy,” The Sanctuary Between Us: A Retreat for Women’s
Christmas, Copyright ©2021, Jan Richardson; janrichardson.com.
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above and behind the concertgoers.  They were also shielded by screens.  No
doubt the protection went two ways, to protect the girls from anyone who
might want to exploit them and to protect any “gentleman” who might too
closely resemble one of the young women.

It was in this very complicated mix of relationships that Vivaldi created
his masterpiece Gloria and with it brought much joy to both musicians and
audience.  Hopefully it reminded those young women that they were children
of God who never denied being their heavenly father.  Perhaps it also
reminded the audience that true love should be unshielded and vulnerable
because it is held safely in the hearts of the people who love.  The Gloria itself
is a complicated work with highs and lows, simple and complex cadences, just
like our relationships.  It reminds me of that spontaneous joy experienced
between Mary and Elizabeth.  It points me to the complicated relationships
Jesus experienced throughout his life, which, though often painful,
nevertheless resulted in blessed joy.  It returns me to the borrowed stable
where the pain of childbirth gave way to the joy of birth and to the cross where
pain, suffering, and uncompromising love were blended in the complicated
experience of crucifixion which ultimately resulted in the spontaneous joy of
resurrection.

The Gloria offers a context in which to think about our relationships with
one another and with God which are often warm and fulfilling but sometimes
complicated and confounding.  The complicated manner in which Jesus came
to be our Savior is the space which enables us to experience the Christmas
grace of joy that is to be found in the relationships we value the most.  May
that grace be ours this Christmas and for all of life to come.  Amen.
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December 12, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We join our voices with all heaven and nature to sing your praises this
day, Holy God.  We gather to celebrate the birth of the One who brings life
and light to all the world.  We come to witness the birth not only of a baby, but
also of hope that sustains us, of love made flesh, of joy that fill us, of God with
us.  O come, O come, Emmanuel, and be with us as we worship you this day.

We pray for your coming, O Lord, not just for those gathered in this
warm, comfortable place, but for your children everywhere.  Come, we pray,
for your children whose bodies and minds are racked with pain or guilt, with
or grief or loneliness.  Come to those in nations  riddled by warfare and
terrorism, in lands scorched with fire or decimated by pollution and abuse, in
towns picking up the pieces after floods and storms.  Come to your children
whose tribes and nations are separated by divisions of race or religion or clan,
where those divisions threaten relationships and wellbeing, even in this land
we call home.  Come to your children who struggle for food and shelter, who
languish under the weight of injustice, who search for purpose and
wholeness.  Come to open our hands and hearts so that we might hear your
call and become vessels of your love and reflections of your light for all of our
brothers and sisters.  In your spirit of love and grace, redeem and transform
our world, we pray.  Come, O long expected Jesus,  Emmanuel, God with us. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


