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“Simple Gifts: Joy”
Luke 1:39-56 December 11, 2016

The English poet, William Wordsworth, had a special 
appreciation for nature. He found in nature a powerful 
beauty, a life force and a universal harmony. He found in 
nature a deep joy that sustained his life. In one poem, he 
is revisiting after a five year absence a wild and craggy spot 
by the banks of a river. His memory of the beauty of this 
particular place had sustained him and compelled him to 
share his joy. He wrote, “With an eye made quiet by the 
power of harmony, and the deep power of joy, we see into 
the life of things.” (Lines Composed a Few Miles Above 
Tintern Abbey). Through joy, we see into the life of things.  

There is something irrepressible about joy. Unlike 
happiness, joy does not depend upon a clean bill of health, 
a fat bank account, thousands of followers on Twitter, a 
popularity contest or fulfilling every possible desire. Joy can 
emerge in the midst of sorrow, challenge, struggle or pain. 
Joy can sustain us through all these things. Not only is joy 
irrepressible, but joy also connects us to the divine currents 
of the universe that lie at the center of life. Joy is the fruit of 
our connection with God. 

Two women in an insignificant corner of the Roman 
Empire find joy in the promises of God. Elizabeth will give 
birth to John the Baptist who will prepare the way for the 
coming of Jesus. Her cousin Mary’s child will grow up to be 
the savior of the world. Outside this simple cottage in the 
hill country of Judah, there is little joy. The Roman overlords 
rule with a strong arm. King Herod uses every cruel trick of 
statecraft to maintain tight control over Judah. He demands 
heavy taxes from the poor and spends lavishly on imperial 
projects to curry favor with Caesar. Hunger, violence and 
injustice are like ravenous beasts that are never far from the 
door of every humble home.  

In spite of it all, Elizabeth and Mary find great joy in 
what God is doing for their people. When Mary enters the 
home, Elizabeth exclaims, “For as soon as I heard the sound 
of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. In 
response, Mary sings the joyful song of praise we know as 
the Magnificat: 

“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…for the Mighty One has done 
great things for me…His mercy is for those who fear 
him from generation to generation. He has shown 
strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in 
the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the 
rich away empty (Luke 1:46-53).”

In the midst of the difficulties and dangers of her life, joy 
enables Mary “to see into the life of things.”  

The Magnificat has often been called the most 
revolutionary song in the Bible because it tells of the 
God who turns the world upside down. William Barclay 
has written, “There is loveliness in the Magnificat, but in 
that loveliness there is dynamite. Christianity begets a 
revolution in each person and a revolution in the world 
(Commentary on Luke, p. 10). Our final hymn this morning 
draws inspiration from Mary’s song and speaks of the 
transformation of the world that God is bringing about in 
the birth of Jesus. The refrain of the Canticle of the Turning 
echoes Mary’s Magnificat:

“My heart shall sing of the day you bring. Let the fires 
of your justice burn. 

Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, and the 
world is about to turn.” 

The birth of Jesus turns the world upside down that makes 
the journey from Advent to Christmas not a sentimental 
walk in the park but a tough road to global justice and 
peace. The path is lit with joy.  

Sometimes our life experiences can threaten to rob us 
of our joy. We can become so consumed by worries about 
money, health, job security and family problems that we 
feel we have no time and little motivation to attend to 
spiritual matters. Concern about our nation in this season 
of political controversy and over seemingly insoluble global 
conflicts leaves us frustrated, discouraged and exhausted.

In the midst of such concerns, Advent invites us to watch 
and wait for God. When we begin to perceive the divine 
currents flowing through all things, God’s joy takes hold of 
us.   
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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 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 
a divine gift that can come to us in the most troubling and 
uncertain moments. Joy connects us to the eternal, timeless 
and everlasting. Joy connects us to God 

This past week the Presbyterian Women invited Regina 
Ntongo, the young American educated Ugandan who is the 
architect designing schools for Building Tomorrow, to visit 
with us. When she told of her life and her passion for using 
her gifts to help others in her home country, you could see 
the joy in her life. She is making a difference not only by 
designing schools, but also by transforming communities, 
challenging gender stereotypes, inviting women and men 
to see the value of education and especially the education 
of girls. Her joy is not diminished by resistance, adversity, 
hard travel and difficult conditions.  

At the annual joint meeting of our deacons and elders, we 
heard about the work of our diaconate in congregational 
care, community ministry and Christmas Benevolence.  
Our deacons serve a large, demanding and wide range of 
ministries. In spite of the time demands, the exhausting 
work and the challenges of securing volunteers, there was 
a constant theme through all of the reports - joy. We heard 
from two of our youth deacons who have spent many 
evenings with the children and families in transition who 
stay in our church four weeks a year. They build meaningful 
relationships with the children that fill them all with joy.  
We heard from another deacon about how much it means 
to her to shop with a family in the Food Pantry, to learn 
about the family’s life, and in the end to pray with them 
about their needs, hopes and dreams. Over the past few 
weeks, I have seen our deacons and other members spending 
full days serving to prepare for Christmas Benevolence so 
that many more of us can share the joy of Christmas with 
160 families in our community.

Yes, joy connects us to the true nature of things. Joy 
connects us to God. It all came home to me as I met with 
a member of the congregation to plan a memorial service 
for her husband. As we talked, she asked, “Would it be 
appropriate to sing Christmas Carols in the service?” What 
better way to express our joy even in the face of death than 
to open the service singing, “O Come All Ye Faithful, Joyful 
and Triumphant” and to go out singing “Joy to the World, 
the Lord is Come.” 

After we finished our conversation, we walked into the 
chapel where the service would be held. We saw the Advent 
Candles, the Christmas decorations and the light streaming 
through the stained glass windows. She said with deep joy in 
her heart, “This is beautiful. This is perfect.” 


