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The Third Sunday of Advent

Come Christmas . . .

Come, Joy . . .
Zephaniah 3:14-18; Luke 1:46-56

I cannot pretend to understand all that Mary was feeling as she stood
hand in hand, belly to belly, with her elderly and very pregnant cousin,
Elizabeth.  I can try to imagine what a young woman–barely across the
threshold of womanhood, engaged, but not yet formally married, mysteriously
pregnant, visited by an angel–might feel at the moment, but such things are,
honestly, beyond me.

When Deborah was pregnant with each of our children, I tried to be
sympathetic, attentive, and aware of what she was experiencing, but I could
not fully relate to what was happening within her.  Mind you, I would not ask
for the physical challenge of pregnancy and childbirth.  I am not sure we guys
would be up to it.  I admit, however, that I envy the privilege of bearing and
bringing life into the world.  I suspect there is no other experience that is
comparable, at least none that I have discovered.  So, I cannot fully
comprehend what was going through Mary’s mind and heart as she and
Elizabeth embraced and their unborn baby boys “met” for the first time.

Carol Howard Merritt, a Presbyterian pastor in Bedford, New York does
understand and has helped me to better understand as well.  Rev. Merritt was
a novice minister in her first pastorate in Louisiana when she became
pregnant.  When Advent arrived, she was in her third trimester and “great with
child,” as the scriptures would say.  She tells the story of standing at the
Lord’s Table while celebrating communion.  As she spoke those ancient and
sacred words, her unborn daughter woke up and began to stretch.  She could
feel and see her flailing under her clerical robe.  Trying to stay focused, she
lifted up the chalice and, at that moment, she felt a jab in her ribs.  Listen to
her description of what happened:

As I held the cup up, I gasped as the baby began to play soccer
with my internal organs.  My eyes widened, and I almost spilled
the wine as she kicked me, hard.  I could barely contain my
laughter as I continued: “Every time you eat this bread and drink
this cup, you proclaim the saving death of our risen Lord, until he



comes.”  I stood there breathing deeply while this great and
wonderful pain stretched me and transformed me, and with each
jolt, a tremendous sense of creative power flooded me.1

How could you not laugh when you are standing at the table of our Lord,
remembering his death and all of the dark realities that swirled around that
horrible event then thinking of his resurrection and the gift of new life for us
all while your baby playfully kicks and dances inside your body?  Is that not
the perfect image of Jesus in the tomb, impatiently kicking his way back into
life?  What Merritt said next could have been Mary speaking:

I felt at home for the first time in my body and behind that table,
as I also understood the longing for Christ to be among us.  I
understood that it was a hope for the world as it ought to be—one
that lifted the lowly and filled the hungry.  I knew that just as I
longed to provide for the child forming inside of me, God longed
to provide for me.2

These are the words Mary used:
"My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my
Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his
servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his
name.

Luke 1:46-49

That is joy, my friends.  That is joy!  It is not simply happiness over the
prospect of having a baby, of bringing life into the world.  No, it is so much
more.  It is the joy of knowing that you are partnering with God in creating life. 
It is the joy of knowing that God has chosen you to live in such a way that
God’s life flows through you into the world.  It is the joy of experiencing God
within you.  That is what Mary felt.  That is what Elizabeth felt.  That is what
Rev. Merritt felt.  And that is what you and I feel whenever we allow what God
is doing within us to come out into the world.  Thankfully, joy is not limited to
the experience of childbirth.  Joy is the gift of fully being with God in the world. 
Joy is available to us all.

1Carol, Howard Merrit, “Bearing God in Advent,” The Christian Century (December 7, 2016); available
online at: https://www.christiancentury.org/article/first-person/bearing-god-advent.

2Merritt.
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There is no question that the Coronavirus pandemic has robbed us of
a large portion of happiness this past year.  So many people have been sick. 
So many people have died.  We have had to change the way we live and work
and play . . . and even how we get sick and die.  The ripping of our social
fabric has stripped away much happiness.  Witnessing how hateful and
callous some people can be toward other people makes us sad.  Realizing
that brotherly and sisterly love is not always as contagious as we would like
to think causes us to question God’s promises of peace and goodwill to all the
world.  There has not been a lot of happiness over the past nine months.

But there has been joy!  You have seen in the faces of friends that light
up when you see them in the car, in their yard, on FaceTime or a Zoom call. 
You have heard joy in the voices of family and other people you love.  You
have felt it when hearing that a friend or family member has tested negative
or recovered from Covid.  You have seen joy in all those videos of people
cheering First Responders and celebrating a patient’s release from intensive
care.  You have watched joy blossom in virtual parades and graduations and
weddings and reunions.  You have even experienced joy in the memories of
loved ones who have died but who loved you unconditionally and faithfully.

We need joy because, far from being a momentary reaction to
something good, joy is a way of being in the world.  It is a recognition of our
blessedness in the midst of suffering.  It is the awareness that God is with us
when we are utterly alone.  It is the assurance that God is summoning our
collective energy, insight, and passion to bring about good change for the
world.

We need joy more than ever.  Look at Mary.  If a young
woman–informed by an angel that she is going to bear the child of God into
the world, almost left at the altar by her fiancé, sent off to spend part of her
pregnancy with her cousin–if a young woman in that circumstance can
experience joy when the unborn child of her cousin leaps for joy as she
approaches, then joy is surely available to us.  It is a gift of God received
when we live openly and honestly and lovingly in the world.  Joy comes when
we recognize God in us and working through us to bring goodness to others.

We desperately need joy right now and God is eager to give it.  Perhaps
in the gift of ancient carols and Benjamin Britten’s evocative music, we will
receive it.  Come, Christmas, bring us joy . . . and with it movement and
laughter and new life.  Amen!
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December 13, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We need joy, O God.  We need that gift of hope and love and peace
that wells up within us despite everything that is going on around us.  We
need that assurance that we are not alone.  We need the gentle bliss of
knowing that life abounds.  Bring us joy, O God, as we celebrate the coming
of Christ for us and the world.

We need continued healing of people who are sick with Covid and a
host of other illnesses and diseases.  We need the help of healthy and rested
doctors, nurses, and other medical staff.  We need a committed network of
people and organizations to deliver vaccines throughout the world.  We need
to protect ourselves and one another from this silent and invisible threat that
has caused the world to cry to you for help.

We need comfort in our grief and reassurance in our fear.  We need
companionship in our loneliness and guidance in our search for the way
forward.  We need awareness of how valuable each of us is to the other and
a softening of our animosity toward each other.  We need a reminder of our
kinship and a blossoming of our love.

We need you, O God.  In this moment, pregnant with the possibilities
and opportunities to live as you dreamed we could, bring us the joy in and
through Christ.  Amen.


