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“Embrace Joy”
2 Samuel 7:1-17; Luke 1:26-38 December 14, 2014

There are moments in life that stand out from all the 
rest: the first time you left home for college; the day you 
shipped out to serve overseas; the first time your heart 
skipped a beat at the sight of the one you love; the time you 
held vigil beside the bed of a dying parent; the day of your 
child’s birth. All these moments have significance because 
they contain within themselves something of the joy and 
pain, the hopes and dreams of human life. They also have 
significance because they link us to something beyond 
ourselves, something universal, something holy. Such 
moments can come in profound silence or in loud clamor. 
They stand out because they disrupt the normal flow of 
daily living and the relentless ticking of the clock.

Mary had such a moment. Mary, a young girl in a small 
town in Galilee, is promised in marriage to a man named 
Joseph. Can you picture Mary sitting in her parents’ house?  
Her morning chores are done; the fire is set in the hearth; 
the water is drawn and the bread dough is left to rise. As she 
sits at the loom to weave, Mary daydreams about her future 
with Joseph. She imagines what it will be like to be the 
mistress of her own home. Suddenly, the room is filled with 
bright light, moving air and an overpowering presence. A 
messenger disrupts her peaceful thoughts and simple plans.  
When the angel Gabriel speaks to her, she is troubled and 
filled with fear. The angel speaks, “Do not be afraid, Mary, 
for you have found favor with God.” She suddenly finds her 
life turned upside down. From that moment on, her life is 
never the same.

When Gabriel speaks to Mary, a quiet, ordinary afternoon 
is changed into an eternal moment; a simple house becomes 
a holy sanctuary. God’s disruptions may scare us to death 
before they fill us with joy. When we are open to these 
divine disruptions, God becomes more than just a word 
in our vocabulary. Faith becomes more than just a positive 
attitude. That’s the way it is. It is hard to listen when we 
have the weight of the world on our shoulders. It is hard 
to hear God speak when we are doing all the talking. It is 
hard to be open to God’s disruptions when we have dressed 
ourselves in protective armor and clever defenses.  We stay 
in the middle of the crowd because those who dare to stand 

out from the crowd, at best get laughed at and, at worst, get 
crucified. Therefore, we lead safe, dreary and unsatisfying 
lives. All the while, God has something to say to us.

God had something to say to King David. The King 
had defeated his enemies, built a palace and was enjoying 
the fruits of his success. He thought it was time to build a 
house for God, a temple in Jerusalem. God had other plans. 
God disrupted David’s plans and put a stop to them. David 
would not build God a house. God would build David a 
house and his descendant would sit on the throne forever. 
There was no way that David or the people could have 
known that God would fulfill this prophesy in Jesus. David 
listened to God.  Through the prophesy to David, God has 
brought everlasting joy to the people. 

Joy is about discernment. It comes when we are able to 
pause long enough to detect the ways of God in the comings 
and goings, the hills and valleys, of our lives. In her poem, 
Annunciation, Denise Levertov writes of Mary: 

“But we are told of meek obedience.  
No one mentions courage.
The engendering Spirit
did not enter her without consent.
God waited. She was free
to accept or to refuse, choice
integral to humanness.
Aren’t there annunciations
of one sort or another
in most lives?”

When we discern the engendering Spirit of God, then 
the ordinary places of our lives become holy sanctuaries and 
even the painful moments can be filled with joy.

One of the reasons that the carols of Christmas live all 
year in our hearts is because they express the deep joy that 
comes to earth in spite of all the violence and evil that 
plague our lives.  

To discover divine joy at the bottom of all things may not 
come suddenly or easily. We may need time to sift through 
our experiences, to comprehend our pain, and to recognize 
our blessings. As the psalmist says, “Weeping may linger for 
the night, but joy comes with the morning” (Psalm 30:5).
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Surprised by Joy is C.S. Lewis’ account of his conversion to 
Christianity. He grew up in a happy home with his parents 
and brother. His happiness and his faith were shattered 
with the untimely death of his mother. He became an 
atheist. Out of the pain of her death, Lewis began a new 
quest for faith and understanding. His readings and his 
friendships led him to question his disbelief and gradually 
led him to a new faith in God. In his quest, he discovered 
a profound but elusive joy that connected him to God. 
He wrote that this joy was “valuable only as a pointer to 
something other and outer. While that other was in doubt, 
the pointer naturally loomed large in my thoughts. When 
we are lost in the woods the sight of a signpost is a great 
matter.” (p. 238) 

Joy is a signpost in the midst of our life experiences that 
points us to God. Joy is quite different from happiness. 
Happiness depends upon the outward circumstances of 
life: health, friendship, reputation, meaningful work, 
sufficient wealth. Joy is a divine gift that can come to us 
in the most troubling and uncertain moments of life. 
Joy connects us to that which is eternal, timeless and 
everlasting. Joy connects us to God.

When Mary understands what the angel was saying to 
her, she too finds joy in obedience to the plan of God. In 
spite of all the difficulties, obstacles and anguish that lie 
before her, Mary accepts and embraces what God is doing 
through her. Embracing joy, she says, “Let it be unto me 
according to your word.” 

In every human life there are moments that stand 
out from all the rest: our schedules get disrupted, our 
relationships become strained, wonderful things happen, 
our plans fall apart and devastating things occur. When 
we look beneath the surface of our experiences and listen 
for the voice of God, we may discover even in the most 
difficult times a divine joy to keep us, to lead us and to 
sustain us from now on and forever more. 


