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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

Psalm 126; Luke 1:46-55 
 

46 Mary said, 

“With all my heart I glorify the Lord! 
47     In the depths of who I am I rejoice in God my savior. 
48 He has looked with favor on the low status of his servant. 
    Look! From now on, everyone will consider me highly favored 
49         because the mighty one has done great things for me. 
Holy is his name. 
50     He shows mercy to everyone, 
        from one generation to the next, 
        who honors him as God. 
51 He has shown strength with his arm. 
    He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations. 
52     He has pulled the powerful down from their thrones 
        and lifted up the lowly. 
53 He has filled the hungry with good things 
    and sent the rich away empty-handed. 
54 He has come to the aid of his servant Israel, 
        remembering his mercy, 
55     just as he promised to our ancestors, 
        to Abraham and to Abraham’s descendants forever.” 
 
 
In this season of livestream worship we’re in, I’m curious to know how many of you are still 
looking at the worship bulletin that goes out each week. In some ways, it feels unnecessary, since 
we’re not asked to flip to this or that page in the hymnal, and the words of the call to worship or 
other litanies magically appear on our screens, but we still put a bulletin together each week and 
email it out through our weekly newsletter and the email worship reminder, as well as include a 
link to the bulletin in the Notes tab on the livestream page. This relic of our past still has value, 
even though many of its traditional purposes aren’t needed these days: It provides us with a 
prayer list, so that we can keep the needs of the church and the world in front of us throughout 
the week. It tells us who’s leading what parts of the service, particularly useful for identifying 
folks we haven’t had the opportunity to meet yet. In our Advent and Christmas worship series, 
the bulletin includes poems as well as beautiful liturgies written by gifted colleagues that are 



included with permission and credit. And sometimes, the bulletin is what tells us where some of 
the words we say come from…. like this week’s call to worship.  
 
Those words we spoke responsively to open our time together came from the psalms, specifically 
the 126th psalm. It’s a short psalm with beautiful imagery that provided the inspiration for this 
series, THOSE WHO DREAM… hear the psalmist’s words again: 

When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, 
    we were like those who dreamed.  
Our mouths were filled with laughter, 
    our tongues with songs of joy. 
Then it was said among the nations, 
    “The Lord has done great things for them.” 
The Lord has done great things for us, 
    and we are filled with joy. 
Restore our fortunes, Lord, 
    like streams in the Negev. 
Those who sow with tears 
    will reap with songs of joy. 
Those who go out weeping, 
    carrying seed to sow, 
will return with songs of joy, 
    carrying sheaves with them.1 

In my Bible, the editors added the title “A Harvest of Joy” to this psalm. I love that image. A 
harvest of joy. We were like those who dream, sowing with tears and reaping songs of joy. Those 
who dream… sow joy. 
 
If you’ve driven over to the church anytime this year, you may have seen my home. The 
parsonage is the house just west of the church building, right off the parking lot. Those who 
come by might notice a few things over there — a lot of containers and planter boxes on the deck 
(mostly barren now) and a chicken coop with five delightful, inquisitive, and chatty hens. I don’t 
have a particularly green thumb or any great expertise in homesteading, but I love making room 
for this connection to creation wherever I live. There’s something especially satisfying about 
growing my own food or caring for these feathered creatures who, in turn, gift me with the most 
delicious eggs. Even inside the house, I find myself sprouting tiny greens in ball jars, tending to 
the hodgepodge of houseplants I grew from cuttings people gave me, and feeding my faithful 
starter to ensure I can bake some yummy bread in the days ahead. Growing food, nurturing life, 
and slowing down enough to enjoy the process… that’s where I find joy. When the psalmist 
paints a picture of sowing seeds that ultimately return a harvest of joy, I get it. That’s something 
I know. 
 

 
1 Psalm 126 (NIV) 



In our scripture reading this morning, we hear Mary’s famous song of joy, the Magnificat. As I 
listen to her, I can’t help but think she gets it too. She’s dreaming of that harvest of joy, and the 
excitement is just too much so it’s spilling out of her. Her words echo the psalmist when she 
proclaims, “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.”2 Here she 
is, telling us that she is blessed, that God has done great things for her, and that she is rejoicing.  
 
Every year around this time, we hear this passage of scripture read. While that speaks to its 
universal resonance and power, it also poses a danger. These familiar, oft-recited parts of our 
sacred texts sometimes become too familiar, too comfortable, too predictable. A couple of 
thousand years later, we’ve grown to expect Mary to have all of this joy. It’s how the story goes, 
at this point. But if you stop and think about it, her joy makes no sense in this tale. Prior to this 
point, in Luke’s Gospel, we heard about the angel coming to Mary, a young, unwed woman in 
Nazareth. The angel shockingly told her she was going to have a baby. At this point in the story, 
she’s trying to make sense of this nonsensical news and, likely, trying to sort through all of the 
worst-case scenarios of what this unplanned pregnancy would mean for her and this child. It’s 
not the point in the story when we expect her to rejoice. 
 
Ruby Sales, the American civil rights activist, perhaps put it best when she wrote, “What’s up 
with Mary? What does she, a poor adolescent unwed mother, whom the Roman Empire and her 
community press down to the lowest rung on the social ladder, have to sing about? Why would 
she thank God and celebrate the coming of a new child in a colonized world, where the Roman 
Empire, the most brutal and egregious of Empires, will close doors in an attempt to reduce her 
child’s life to the barest bones of possibilities and options? . . . We expect Mary to sing a blues 
song with all of this happening.”3 
 
Mary is not supposed to be singing a song of joy, and yet here she is, doing just that. A teenage 
mom-to-be in crisis. A young, poor woman, pregnant with a baby that was most definitely not 
her fiancee’s. A “nobody” in the eyes of society, yet visited by a divine messenger and told that, 
through her, everything was about to change. A story that lends itself to disbelief, terror, fear, 
anxiety, and even anger. This is the surprising story we turn to on the Sunday when we look for 
joy. Perhaps that is appropriate. If we want the easy story of joy, well, we can just turn back on 
those Hallmark Christmas movies. This journey we’re on? It’s anything but easy. 
 
Mary had every reason to “sing the blues” as Ruby Sales put so well. Instead of busting out a 
song of joy, we would understand if she burst into sobs of despair. And yet, that’s the power of 
her story. Mary stands here, likely with all of those feelings swirling around inside her, and she 
chooses joy. It’s an act of defiance. To find joy in the midst of what looks like a nightmare by all 

 
2 Luke 1:46-49 (NRSV) 
3 Ruby Sales. “A Christmas Message.” The SpiritHouse Project. December, 2007. 
spirithouseproject.org/reflections/reflection-2007-dec.php  



of the world’s standards…. it’s holy resistance.4 I don’t think Mary was some great exception, a 
Pollyanna-like figure of the Nativity who just naturally saw good in everything. No, I think the 
power of Mary is that she was just like us, full of a lot of reasons to be less-than-joyful, but she 
made the harder choice. She chose joy anyway. 
 
I don’t need to go into all of the details of how this has been a difficult year. We know. We’re all 
living it. There are more than enough reasons to be less-than-joyful this year. And, to be honest, 
if that’s where you’re at today I can understand. I have my moments when I’m tempted to 
wallow in the pits of despair too. But then I hear Mary’s words of long ago speaking into this 
world, and I’m challenged to join her in the resistance, to cultivate joy even in this awful year.  
 
It’s easy to be joyless. We all know how to gripe and complain. We’re comfortable settling into 
hopelessness. It’s not hard to wake up on the wrong side of the bed and just stay there, finding 
fault with everything we encounter that day. We might even take momentary pleasure in tearing 
down others through comments on social media or tweets lobbed from the safe distance of our 
homes. We don’t have to try very hard to dwell in joylessness. And there are many who would 
encourage us to stay in that place, maybe even offering to hang out there with us. 
 
But rejoicing? That’s the hard work. Joy requires us to dig deeper than mere happiness. If we’re 
simply looking for happiness so that we can call it joy, we may be disappointed. Happiness 
comes and goes, depending on our circumstances, and sometimes all of those things that make us 
happy are lost overnight. Happiness is fleeting, but joy? Joy is rooted. It’s what remains even 
when the life we so carefully built comes crumbling down. Joy is possible even in the worst of 
times, because joy transcends our circumstances. Joy is about seeing beyond the here and now to 
celebrate the new thing God is birthing. 
 
Joy is that holy resistance Mary shows us by singing her song in the midst of an upended life and 
plenty of reasons to worry. Joy is about daring to dream. Instead of dwelling in her less-than-
ideal circumstances, Mary dreams of a world where the powerful are pulled down from their 
thrones and the lowly are lifted up instead. She dreams of a world where the hungry are filled 
and the rich are sent away empty. She dreams of a world of justice and equity, a world that 
seems completely upside-down to the one we know, even though it’s actually just finally turned 
right-side up.5 Mary dares to choose joy, even though it seems a far-off dream. She chooses to 
look beyond the challenges that surround her — all reasonable causes of despair — and instead 
find joy in God’s dreams, dreams that she is invited to birth into this world. 
 
What I love about Mary’s expression of joy is that she takes the not-quite-yet and pulls it into the 
now. Did you catch her language? She not singing of the hope of what will come. She is singing 
of God’s dreams as if they are already here. “The Mighty One has done great things for me… He 

 
4 Emily C. Heath, “Joy As Resistance” December 11, 2016. emilycheath.com/2016/12/11/joy-as-resistance-december-11-
2016/ 
5 William H. Willimon, Why Jesus? (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), 61. 

http://emilycheath.com/2016/12/11/joy-as-resistance-december-11-2016/
http://emilycheath.com/2016/12/11/joy-as-resistance-december-11-2016/


has brought down the powerful… and lifted up the lowly… he has filled the hungry… and sent 
the rich away empty…”6 Any reasonable reader can look at those words and say she’s 
prophesying about things that will be, but that’s not how Mary positions her joy. Yes, these are 
the dreams of that right-side-up world God is inaugurating, but her joy is lived in this moment. 
She sees the possibilities of tomorrow in the seeds sown today.  
 
This anticipatory joy is the joy found in planting unassuming seeds in dirt because in that dirt 
you feel the dreams of greens and turnips and carrots coming to life. This anticipatory joy is 
tending to baby chicks because in their tiny chirps you hear the clucking of the full-grown hens 
they’ll grow to be. Joy is discovered in believing that what we see right now isn’t what will 
always be… and choosing to celebrate those dreams in how  we live today. 
 
It feels reckless, even irresponsible to choose this kind of joy this year. 2020, by all accounts, is 
not a joyful year. And yet, that is precisely what we are called to do. We are to be a people who 
intentionally cultivate joy. Just like the psalmist says: We were like those who dream… We who 
go out weeping, carrying seed to sow will return with songs of joy. These seeds we sow may be 
small and unassuming, but they contain life. Nurture them, give them enough time, have faith, 
and they flourish into something that never seemed possible from such a tiny scrap. What seeds 
of joy can you sow in this world in which we find ourselves today? What are those moments 
where you glimpse joy breaking through that you can grab ahold of and shine out to the world? 
How can you choose that harder path of sowing joy in a season that makes it really easy to be 
joyless? 
 
Friends, joy is an act of holy resistance. Resist the despair. Resist the fear. Resist settling for 
mere happiness. Resist letting the circumstances of today win out over God’s dreams that are 
birthing all around us. Choose joy. Live into that joy today. 
 
Throughout history, one of the ways the resistance of joy consistently shows up is in song. It is 
an act of joyful resistance to sing even in the midst of pain and fear. This morning, we too have 
the audacity to sing our joy. Our closing hymn is a familiar one — “Joy to the World.” 
Oftentimes, we associate this hymn with Christmas, but Isaac Watts never intended it as a 
Christmas carol.7 There are no lyrics about a baby in a manger, shepherds or magi, no Mary or 
Joseph, no little town of Bethlehem, angels or silent nights. There is no reference to Christ’s 
birth in this hymn. Instead, it’s about all the earth, just like Mary, bursting forth into song 
because of the great things God has done and is doing. We sing “Joy to the world, the Lord is 
come” to proclaim and celebrate the ways God’s right-side-up kin-dom8 is being birthed in the 
here and now. As we sing together this morning, may our voices join with the cosmic chorus of 
holy resisters who have gone before us, choosing to sow the seeds of joy no matter what. 

 
6 Luke 1:49, 52-53 (NRSV) 
7 https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-joy-to-the-world  
8 Ada Maria Isasi Díaz, “Kin-dom of God: a mujerista proposal” in In Our Own Voices - Latino/a Renditions of Theology 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010),171-90.  
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Let us sing! 


