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In the last two weeks, Pastor Neil and Pastor Cindy began their sermons in a similar fashion, lamenting 

about the garbage that is going on in our world. Two weeks ago, Neil named: 

 the frustration and rage we feel about racial discrimination and injustice;  

 the horror and fear we feel over terrorists attacks abroad and here in the United States;  

 our anger over miscarriages of morality when children and teens are seduced or abused by 

adults in their lives;  

 and the anxiety we feel about tensions in our churches over hot-button issues. 

 

Last week, Cindy brought the garbage closer to home, as she talked about the way that we are affected 

by the prevalent, pervasive, and persistent nature of fear.  

 Fear affects us when we immediately imagine the worst when something happens to us or 

someone near to us.  

 Fear affects us when we are in the midst of a spiritual or physical wilderness, and we wonder if 

God is present.  

 Fear affects us as we live in a world of terrorism, mass murder, and blanket statements about 

groups of people we don’t know well.  

 

 

Well guess what, folks. There’s been another week of newspapers. Another week of 24-hour cable news. 

Another week of garbage. Another week of grief. Another week of despair. Among this week’s 

highlights, or should I call them lowlights… 

 The person who is polling the strongest for one of our political parties wants to bar Muslims 

from entering the United States. In doing that, he draws comparisons to one who wanted to bar 

Jews from Germany. He reminds us of our past as a country, when we contained Japanese in 

internment camps. 

 The president of the largest evangelical college in the country suggests that the answer to 

terrorism is for every student on his campus to carry a gun. He encourages his students to sign 

up for a class on campus to learn how to get such a gun. 

 This morning’s Elkhart Truth reminds us that there are not enough resources for homeless folks 

in Elkhart County.  

 Garbage, grief, despair. Garbage, grief, despair. 
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And all this garbage, all this grief and despair is why I asked Jim not to light the peace lamp this morning. 

In the midst of this kind of garbage in our lives, who wants warm, fuzzy stuff like lighting lamps and 

candles?  

But lest we think that we in the 21st century have cornered the market on the garbage of grief and 

despair, let’s not ignore the plight of Mary and her people. 

 Mary, a Jew steeped in the memory of 400 years of slavery in Egypt. 

 Mary, living in a land under the oppression of the latest superpower, Rome, after her people 

had lived under the oppression of Assyria, Babylon, Persia, and Greece. Less than a century ago 

for Mary, the Roman emperor Pompey massacred more than 12,000 Jews, sending Palestine 

into economic and other kinds of crisis. 

 And on a personal level, Mary, likely 12 or 13 years old, perhaps having grown up in poverty, 

and now facing the reality of living life with a ruined reputation. Or worse. 

 

Mary is introduced as a “virgin engaged to a man” named Joseph. Engagement was the first step in the 

marriage process. Engagement is a binding legal agreement between two families concerning a daughter 

and a son. For us, engagement gets your picture in the paper. For Jews, engagement gave the young 

man actual marital rights over the young woman. During engagement, Mary would continue to live with 

her birth family for about a year before going to Joseph’s family home. If Joseph died during that time, 

Mary would have been seen as a widow. And finally, any sexual involvement of the woman with other 

men during an engagement would be seen as adultery, punishable by death. 1  

So you can imagine the fear that Mary must have felt when the angel told her she is pregnant. As an 

unwed mother, Mary’s life is literally at risk!   

We know the story as the second of two special visits by angels to women announcing seemingly 

impossible births. The two announcements have elements that are similar, but they are some 

differences as well. And each time the wonder in the second announcement exceeds the first:  

 John will be born to an old, childless couple. Even more amazingly, Jesus will be born to a virgin. 

 “Even before his birth,” it says in verse 15, “will be filled with the Holy Spirit.” But Jesus is 

conceived through the Holy Spirit. 

 John will be a prophet who will lead many to repentance. But Jesus will be the one who provides 

repentance and forgiveness of sins. 

 And in verse 39 when Luke brings the two stories together, Elizabeth praises Mary. She even 

calls her the “mother of my Lord.” But Mary doesn’t praise Elizabeth. Instead she praises God. 

And in verse 45, she starts to sings. It says, “said,” but according to one author, “there is no single 

passage of Scripture more frequently set to music” than what we know as the Magnificat.2 As 

                                                           
1 Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1991), p. 49. 
2 Robert McAfee Brown, Unexpected News: Reading the Bible with Third World Eyes (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1984), p. 74. 
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Mennonites, with a skepticism of anything that looks like worship of Mary, we only have one in our 

hymnal. In a hymnal from another tradition, I found 11! It gets its title from the Latin with which it 

starts, Magnificat anima mea Dominum, “My soul magnifies the Lord.” In those words, Mary accepts 

Elizabeth’s statements about herself as blessed by God, but she recognizes God as the source of her 

unexpected honor. “My spirit rejoices,” Mary says. 

It’s why we call the third Sunday of Advent Gaudete Sunday, from the Latin word for “Rejoice.” “Rejoice 

in the Lord always; again I say, Rejoice,” says Philippians “Let your forbearance be known to all, for the 

Lord is near at hand; have no anxiety [or to look back to last Sunday, have no fear] about anything, but 

in all things, by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be known to God. Lord, you 

have blessed your land; you have turned away the captivity of Jacob.” 

In the midst of unmistakable grief and despair in her land, Mary chooses to rejoice.  

In the midst of unmistakable fear in her own life, Mary chooses to rejoice.   

 

It’s important to note that Mary’s song isn’t just a gentle “God is my boyfriend” kind of song. The first 

several verses speak of what God is doing for her. Then it turns in verse 50 and speaks of what God is 

doing for Israel. There’s a common theme here – that which was lowly is being lifted up, that which was 

high is being cast down. And it is all God’s doing.  

God has turned things upside down. Another kind of God, if about to send a Son into the world, would 

surely have chosen a mother from royalty, or at least from the upper class. But God says, “You’re looking 

for a Savior? Don’t look to the royal courts, look among the slaves. Don’t look to the capital city. Don’t 

look to Jerusalem. Instead, look to the boondocks. Look to Nazareth.” 

There’s another sermon to be preached here, about how we selectively hear and filter out the parts we 

don’t want to hear. Our sisters and brothers in other parts of the world, including places like Peru where 

Jerrell took the picture of deforestation injustice – our sisters and brothers hear this hymn in a much 

more revolutionary way than we are accustomed to.  

 

But in any case, Mary rejoices. She sings for joy.  

But how do we sing? How do we find joy? How do we sing the songs of Zion in a world marked with grief 

and despair?  

I believe we start by naming the hope we see around us. Gilberto Perez did that when he sent an email 

to Neil following Neil’s sermon two weeks ago. Challenged by the sermon, he walked home, thinking 

about the signs of hope in our world.  

Some of his email was printed in the Buzz last week. Gilberto named as a sign of hope the fact that the 

Hispanic Mennonite Church has chosen to stay with Mennonite Church USA even in the midst of our 
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conversations about homosexuality. Some in the group have named that they are not in agreement with 

those congregations who have chosen to bless same-sex relationships, but they have also said that they 

are staying. They are in it for the long haul. In a world of conferences and congregations leaving MCUSA, 

they have given me hope as well. I join with Mary in saying that my soul is filled with joy at this response 

from our Hispanic brothers and sisters.  

Gilberto named other signs of hope that call for joy, and I will do the same. When Jerry Falwell Jr. named 

his desire for all students at Liberty University to have conceal carry permits to (quote) “end those 

Muslims,” unquote, many Christians responded quickly. Shane Claiborne wrote on one Web site that 

“the Jesus I worship did not carry a gun. He carried a cross.” (And to clarify -- I am not talking about guns 

used to hunt – I’m talking about guns whose only intent is to kill other human beings.)  

On the Huffington Post Web site, Brian McLaren compared the gun class at Liberty with classes at a 

neighboring Christian university that engage in peace and justice and transforming conflict. As we sit 

here in a Mennonite college town more than 600 miles away from Lynchburg, Virginia, it’s easy to 

pigeonhole President Falwell, to dismiss him as some sort of wacko from another planet. But our friends 

in Harrisonburg are less than a hundred miles away from Lynchburg, and pastor Cindy named at staff 

meeting the influence Liberty has in the state and its culture.  

So I was thankful that the president of that other school also responded. Loren Swartzendruber of 

Eastern Mennonite University named his obligation to speak as another Christian university president, 

making a call to follow Christ and his teachings to love our enemies, for dialogue and engagement with 

those different from us, for greater sensitivity to language that condemns others, and for political 

candidates and other leaders to not play to our base fears. I join with Mary in saying that my soul is 

filled with joy at this response; it’s just one of the reasons why I am thankful that we have supported 

dozens of students attending schools like EMU. 

 

Much closer to home, I feel hope with our MYF students. About 10 days ago we spent time together to 

talk about where we feel called to go for our service/learning trip next summer. We’re human beings, so 

we named our reservations, our fears, about going on such a trip, how we can be annoying to each 

other and get on each other’s nerves. We could get into dangerous situations or places where we don’t 

have enough personal space. The food could be lousy, and our roommate might snore. We know from 

experience that our sponsors will snore. 

But the list of things our MYFers were eager to find was much longer. They wanted to experience a new 

culture, to get to know people we interact with, to talk with people and hear their stories. They wanted 

to do for others rather than themselves, to pack boxes or work in a soup kitchen. Most importantly, they 

wanted to connect with God in a new way.   

We’ll work together in the coming weeks to figure out where we’ll spend the first week of July. Perhaps 

it will be in Appalachia seeing the effect the mining industry has on the lives of many. Maybe we’ll be in 

the rural South, exploring issues of poverty and race. Some of us were especially intrigued about being 
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in Agua Prieta, a border town in Arizona where Mexican migrants have created Café Justo, a coffee 

cooperative where profits stay in the hands of farmers and roasters, not multinational corporations. 

We’d visit federal court to see how scores of migrants can be arraigned at one time. We’d visit 

humanitarian groups working at border justice. We’d hear from migrant groups who have organized 

themselves for their own protection and for mutual assistance.  

Sounds like in each of those places we’d sweat, but I join with Mary in saying that my soul is filled with 

joy at the desire for these youth to love God and to love their neighbors.  

 

I also find hope in the community we are a part of. Sometimes that hope comes through a spoken or 

written word of encouragement. Last week, Pastor Cindy gave us strong words about fear – that’s not 

surprising coming from someone trained in theology. Those trained in accounting sometimes suffer 

from an unfair, and I would say sometimes inaccurate, stigma of only being concerned about the bottom 

line. That’s why I found a devotional from an accounting professor, our own Andrew Hartzler, to be 

particularly poignant in Wednesday’s Goshen College Advent devotional.  

“As humans we spend much of our lives wrapped up in our thoughts,” Andrew wrote. “Often 

those thoughts focus on our fears, both large and small. We have a couple of options on how to 

deal with those fears; one option is human reason and the other is a desperate cry to our 

Creator. As image bearers of God we sometimes are foolish and/or prideful enough to think we 

can take God’s place and handle our fears on our own. In my experience, there is no peace and 

no relief from fear through rationalization and reason. It is only when I search beyond myself for 

the one who created me that I find my salvation. Today’s text [from Isaiah 12] proclaims this 

truth, “For the Lord God is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.” 

I found hope in these words. But I also recognize sometimes words are not enough in a time of grief and 

despair. Sometimes we also gather with others to carry one another’s burdens. Next Sunday evening, 

we can come together for our Longest Night Service. A Longest Night Service comes right before 

Christmas, but it’s not about getting together to sing all of our favorite Christmas songs. It’s not 

Christmas caroling.  

The world around us that tells us that a “holly, jolly Christmas is the best time of the year.” But for some 

this season brings painful memories of Christmas past. Some of us feel dread when thinking of family 

gatherings, because this year someone will not be around the table. Or there are strained or broken 

relationships between the children or family members present. Some of us feel pain from the loss of a 

job or the longing for a child. While we often carry our brokenness alone, the Longest Night service will 

be a time to bring our brokenness into community, where we will join each other and our Living God in 

the darkness as we pray, as we listen, and as we come together in silence. 

Even in the midst of our grief, our despair, and our fear, I join with Mary in saying that my soul is filled 

with joy for the opportunity to walk this journey with sisters and brothers.  
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In a moment I will invite you to a time of silence. During that time, I encourage you to reflect on what it 

is that brings you joy amidst the grief and despair in our world. How has God extended mercy to you? 

What mighty deeds has God done in your life? As you reflect, I invite you to open your hands and to 

glorify the Lord in your joyful prayer.  

The first words of the book of John remind us that “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God, and the Word was God. …What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light 

of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” 

(move to peace lamp) 

I join with Mary in saying that my soul is filled with joy that the Prince of Peace, the Light of the World, 

has visited his people and that he lives and breathes and walks among us. Amen. 

 


