
SERMON: DECEMBER 13 2020 

ADVENT 3 : THE JOY OF MARY   

 

LUKE 1: 26 - 55 

One of my most vivid memories from a holiday in the United Kingdom is visiting Ely 

Cathedral near Cambridge.   

Going into the Lady Chapel of Ely Cathedral you emerge from a passageway into a 

grand open space that is full of natural light. It’s the kind of space that invites you  to 

turn 360 degrees in order to take it all in. It was built in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries when the veneration of Mary, the mother of Jesus was very strong. When the 

chapel  was completed, it would have looked very different from what it does today. 

Then it would have been very colourful with stained glass windows and brightly painted 

statues in the niches around the walls.   

Today this is a place of brokenness – it carries the scars of destruction and grief and 

loss. In the sixteenth Century during the Reformation the exquisite figures in niches all 

around the wall were all defaced. Empty pedestals are every where.  

Statues telling the story of Mary were smashed to smithereens. Only traces of colour in 

some panes of the window hint at what had been. For many years the chapel stood as a 

ruin open to the elements -  used to stable animals. 
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But dramatically above the altar is this new statue of Mary by David Wynne. It was 

installed in the year 2000.  Most depictions of Mary are of a passive silent young woman 

holding her infant son Jesus on her knee.  But this one is bold and robust and 

expressive and sensual –  

 

With her flaxen hair and blue dress, David Wynne depicts Mary as an Anglo-Saxon girl. 

And she is “out there”.  She simply exults in the news that she is to be the mother of the 

Saviour of the world. The words on the base of the statue read “Behold the hand maid 

of the Lord”.  

Wynne’s depiction has caused controversy – Many of the faithful at Ely Cathedral are 

said to have been shocked and distressed. But for me this is the Mary of the Magnificat  

- the young woman who dares to say yes to God’s call and joyously gives thanks and 

praise to Almighty God. And among the greyness and the brokenness there is defiance 

and strength in her posture.  

And don’t we need her witness this year?   
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Today is the third Sunday of this Advent season. This year  I have invited you into this 

season as one of joyful celebration based upon  the profound insight of the desert father 

who said  “Joy is the echo of God’s life in us” “Joy is the echo of God’s life in us” .   

I am using as the basis of our reflections  the book The Echo of God by David Adam 

who is an Anglican priest in the north east of England.   My prayer for us all this year  is 

that “the glad tidings of great joy” of Christ’s coming will reverberate in our lives in a 

fresh and life-giving way.   

Last week we talked about joy in the face of adversity and suffering. Today we reflect 

upon Mary’s joy remembering that she too  lived at a time when her people were 

oppressed under the brutal Roman occupation of the First Century  - her people were 

longing and waiting for the Messiah God had promised through the prophets like Isaiah 

to come to liberate and save them.  

 And so Mary’s first surge of joy comes out of the surprise when she is visited by the 

angel Gabriel and God asks that she bear the One her people are longing for – God’s 

Son.  

It’s a risky moment in which not only does she carry the hopes of her people   but of the 

whole world!  Even God waits to hear her reply. Mary is not forced to do this. 

Remember it was a dangerous request for Mary – she  was betrothed to Joseph and 

when she becomes pregnant she could have been cast out by her family - ostracised by 

her village - and stoned for infidelity. And she is young in a time when birth was 

dangerous. She had plenty of reasons to say “No!”  

But when she answers “Yes , I will do what God asks of me” – “Your will be done” -  It  is 

an answer that changes everything.   It would not only expose her to the danger of giving 

birth far from home but it would take her far from Nazareth  as a refugee in Egypt   - Later  

she would watch her Son die on a cross in Jerusalem  - she would be there when the 

Holy Spirit of Pentecost birthed his church.  

And it makes me wonder: How often do we question God’s will because it is simply too 

risky – because there is too much to lose?  

How often do we try to get God to do what we want done our way  when the prayer to 

change things is simply  “Your will be done”? How often do we suggest how the world 

needs changing when we might start with ourselves and the prayer from the Psalms 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me”?  



In a year when so much is changing around us and we wonder how to respond, are we 

listening for God’s will ?   

Mary’s second surge of  joy happens when she visits her cousin Elizabeth. Elizabeth is 

also pregnant waiting for the birth of her son John the Baptist. In one of the most 

moving encounters in all of scripture,  Elizabeth goes out to greet Mary and her child 

leaps for joy within her womb.  

 

Mary’s visit confirms for Elizabeth what her waiting is all about while Elizabeth in turn  

affirms  her young cousin as the mother of her Lord with the words “Blessed is she who 

believed that the promise made to her by the Lord would be fulfilled”.   

Mary’s heart is full of joy as she responds “My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord.” 

Or “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God.”   She simply pours out 

her joy in one of the great songs of the church  - the Magnificat.  it is very similar to the 

words sung generations before by another mother Hannah when she gave her child 

Samuel to God in the temple.  

And this is what joy is all about  - It centres upon God’s promises - it is open-ended 

trusting about what the God is doing already  within us and through us according to 

God’s love and faithfulness.  

If “Joy is the echo of God’s life in us” it is no wonder that the woman carrying the 

child of God within her womb was filled with joy.  

The Magnificat is a song of joy sung by the person who seeks to do the will of God and 

then finds themselves caught up into God’s plans already.  

This  Advent asks “What is God’s will for us?” and then like Mary,  it affirms us with the 

joy of knowing   that God who comes to us, wants to work through us as partners.  

Think about that! Faced with what is happening in the Creation – in nations – in our 

community – our families and our own selves, we are often overwhelmed.  
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We are very normal ordinary people! David Wynne portrayed the Jewish young woman 

Mary as an Anglo-Saxon maiden – she could have been any of us.  

Yet God also comes to you and to me – and God  invites us  to say “yes” to sharing in 

God’s creating and saving work –God invites us to be part of God’s plans by continuing 

the  reconciling work which Mary’s Son was born for.  God has a plan for your life and 

my life and here is the gift of “joy  which is  the echo of God’s life in us”.    

Friends we can trust  this God: 

In Mary’s Song God is our Maker who loves us and makes his home in us and with us.   

In Mary’s Song  God is our Saviour  who seeks us out with grace -   a God who 

searches for  us when we lose our way. A God who saves us from the power of death 

and gifts us with eternal life. 

In Mary’s Song, God is the Mighty One.  It was Nehemiah who said: “The joy of the Lord 

is our strength”   while St Paul says: “ Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his 

power “ So rejoice! The Mighty One  who turns the world’s power structures upside 

down comes to live among us. 

In Mary’s song, “God’s name is holy”.  We bow before this God with awe and wonder – 

our minds cannot hold him. And in Mary’s Song,  God is merciful.  In his love we are 

healed and forgiven. Mary’s Son did not come to condemn us.    

Friends we can trust this God as Mary surely did. And God lifted her up.    

As this Christmas comes closer and closer, are you ready to open your heart to God? to 

do God’s will? to be part of God’s plans?  

Take time in your busyness to make room for this God   who made you – and who   

saves you and whose life is within you.  

Let us pray: In the silence rejoice in God’s presence …. Know that God loves and cares 

for you… Offer your love to God by simply saying, “My Saviour” 

Rejoice that God seeks to work with you and through you and if you are ready say, 

“Your will be done.”  Amen. 

Rev Laurel Barr 


