MY SPIRIT REJOICES

Sermon for the Third Sunday of Advent, December 13, 2009

Readings: Zephaniah 3:14-20; Canticle 9 (Isaiah 12:2-6); Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 1:39-57

Sermon text: And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” Luke 1:46-47

Imagine that you are a young girl, say fifteen years old. And something has happened. You’re pregnant. No one else knows, not even the man you are engaged to marry. Maybe you’re not even sure—it’s still very early in the pregnancy, maybe you’re just late--or you’re pretty sure but not sure of what to do—but you can’t talk with your parents, that’s not going to be helpful; you can’t even imagine telling your fiancé, how is he going to react? What are you going to do?

There is someone you can talk to, an older cousin, one that you have heard is expecting a child, after being childless for years (the family has always worried). She lives in a town in the hill country, not too far away. So you make some excuse to your family about needing to see her and off you go to visit, as fast as you can go. What is going through your mind as you knock on the door, all the things that you have to say and ask?  And she comes and greets you—and pauses for a moment, taken aback. The child in her womb has jumped for joy, and a crazy thought has come into her head—that you are pregnant with child (somehow she knows, how—a secret knowledge among women) but more than that, She says that the child you are going to bear will be a special child, That you are blessed beyond measure. That what you thought was a problem and a secret and a burden is actually the fulfillment of a promise made not only to you but to a whole nation, a nation, and a world, that has waited for years, centuries, for this child, for this delivery.

Imagine that. 

Isn’t it the case that some things looked at one way are problems, and at another blessings? Children for instance. There is an article December issue of Atlantic magazine called “Orchid Children,” by David Dobbs. It reports on new scientific evidence that may bear on this question. The synopsis reads, “Most of us have genes that make us as hardy as dandelions: able to take root and survive almost anywhere. A few of us, however, are more like the orchid: fragile and fickle, but capable of blooming spectacularly if given greenhouse care. So holds a provocative theory of genetics, which asserts that the very genes that give us the most trouble as a species, causing behaviors that are self-destructive and anti-social, also underlie humanity’s phenomenal adaptability and evolutionary success. With a bad environment and poor parenting, orchid children can end up depressed, drug-addicted, or in jail—but with the right environment and good parenting, they can grow up to be society’s most creative, successful, and happy people.” In other words, the genetic sensitivities to negative experiences that the vulnerability hypothesis has identified—that there a dozen-odd gene variants that increase a person’s susceptibility to depression, anxiety, attention-deficit hyperactivity, heightened risk-taking and antisocial, sociopathic or violent behavior—can also enhance function in favorable contexts, that genetic sensitivity to negative experience is just the downside of heightened genetic sensitivity to all experience. So that now we can add the orchid hypothesis to the vulnerability hypothesis: risk becomes possibility, vulnerability becomes possibility. There is a large upside as well as downside and having both dandelion and orchid kids greatly enhances a family (and species ) chance of success. The army of dandelions provides an underlying stability, while the mercurial problematic talented risk-seeking orchids prove their worth in challenging new situations. Together orchid and dandelion provide an adaptive flexibility that neither alone can provide.

The pediatrician W. Thomas Boyce, who has worked with troubled children in more than three decades of child-development research, says the orchid hypothesis “profoundly recasts the way we think about human facility. We see that when kids with this kind of vulnerability are put in the right setting, they don’t do merely better than before, they do the best.”

How does this relate to that young girl who found herself pregnant, and has come to the home of her older cousin? Let’s name them Mary and Elizabeth—no surprises. Mary reacts to Elizabeth’s congratulations with relief and joy. She wasn’t sure if she was crazy after all, she saw an angel who told her that God would make her pregnant with a child who would be called the Son of the Most High and be the Savior of the world?). But when Elizabeth recognized her condition and affirmed the promise, Mary realized she was not alone. Her fear was relieved—and her joy breaks out in song, the Magnificat. “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savoir.” In her child the promise of God to the people of Israel will be fulfilled, justice will be done, and God’s mercy displayed for generation to generation to come—and she will be called blessed among women. And so it happens. She was not crazy. Her son fulfilled the promise, justified through the cross, and proved to generations to come who believe in him that death and evil will not triumph over life and good. Hope is established through faith and universal love becomes the message of God, not tribal domination. We are still trying to process this, still trying to follow. We, who have multiplied like dandelions across the fields of the earth, look to this greatest of orchids as our savior and model. Someday, someday…

And in this we see a glimpse of God’s plan. The promise made will be fulfilled. We can have faith in that. There is a blessing even in the most difficult of circumstances. But to realize the blessing we have to work together. We are called to tend the garden, both originally in the Garden of Eve, and for every generation, caring for dandelion and orchid alike. We serve as Elizabeth to each other’s Mary, as co-creators of the kingdom of God.

And so the young Mary sings, “My spirit rejoices.” The joy of being alive, of jumping and laughing. The energy of children. Every time I meet with the 3s and 4s of the preschool and wish I could bottle their energy and joy. I see some articulate, others painfully shy and sensitive—all the range—and see the love and personal attention extended to each. I know all parents worry and work on making sure their children are so loved and cared for, so they grow and thrive. So that joy will be in their hearts always. 

We know it won’t. There will be hard times. I read a short story in this week’s New Yorker by David Foster Wallace about a child whose joy and imagination were so intense he literally fell into ecstasies of joy. But Wallace committed suicide last year after struggling with depression for decades. One of the bright lights of his generation—read the commencement speech he gave sometime (find it online). Lost, a victim of heightened sensitivity. 

But rejoice, says Paul—and running all through scripture is this red thread of joy in the face of even the most difficult of circumstances (Paul wrote from prison, approaching death). Joy that sustains because it is based on faith in a God who cares and nurtures—not perhaps as we would wish, as a hothouse orchid keeper; the world is far rougher—but who gives us into each other’s care. Rely on God and care for others. The child you carry and bear and teach is the hope of the world, whether sturdy and happy in all seasons, or wildly up and down. Together we make up the thriving greenhouse that will bring us closer, ever closer to the kingdom of love that Christ teaches. We will not ever be perfect, as President Obama said in his speech accepting the Nobel peace prize, but we can still be perfected. We will not live in a world without evil and tragedy, but we can work together for peace and justice. This is the world we have been given as a great gift. Rejoice in it. In the cold and the warm, the day and the night. God is with us, Christ is coming, all shall be well. Rejoice with the unwed teenage mother—for she carries the hope of the world-if we will be her Elizabeth.

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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