
Mark McCormick -- St. Joseph’s Parish, Ottawa  
1 

3rd Sunday of Advent – A Reflection by Mark McCormick 
 
The third Sunday of Advent is all about joy. Christmas is coming! And that may certainly be a 
reason for us to summon those feelings of joy! This year in particular though it may be difficult 
for us to feel joy. Many of us are too tired, many of us too lonely, some of us bereaved, others 
anxious, a great many overburdened in working the front lines, trying to keep children, partners 
and parents safe. Joy may well be elusive on this Sunday morning in Advent, 2020. 
 
Let’s get reacquainted with people in the readings today, whose struggles and life journey 
provide parallels to our own. Isiaah speaks to his people with beautiful words of solace and 
comfort. He offers a promise of liberty and healing that must have seemed far-fetched to his 
people- the Israelites- who had been robbed of their homeland, and who were defeated and 
exiled.  
 
Paul speaks to his people, the Thessalonians in similar terms, urging them also to be joyful 
even as their faith in the second coming of Jesus had seriously begun to waver.  
 
The psalmist gives us the words of the mother of Jesus, Mary, whose soul was full of joy at the 
news that she would give birth to the Son of God. Her assent was clear and immediate, but it 
must have been accompanied with measures of fear and trepidation as well. 
 
And her nephew, John- the Baptist- who reportedly went about his mission in the River Jordan 
with grim and mirthless determination and who seems the least joyful of all of these ancestors of 
ours. 
      
But let’s not equate joy with happiness. 
 
Each of these people had ample reason to be afraid or unhappy- to be worried, anxious 
or lonely. But each of them were exhorted to be joyful, and in the case of John and Mary, are 
examples to us of lives lived in joy. 
 
What is joy?  And how can we recover it? 
 
Joy is the quiet underneath the distress- the calm sea beneath the waves, the knowing, when all 
is still, with deep, in-drawn breath- that we are loved. Joy is a grace unmerited, something we 
don’t earn, something we are given, something certainly, in this dysfunctional, chaotic world that 
we can lose hold of for a time. Joy is that deep knowing that we are a child of God. Doubts may 
persist, unhappiness and grief can pre-occupy, but joy prevails underneath all.  
 
Today when our vulnerability is visible in the distance we must keep from one another, when we 
are captive to protocols that separate us, we realize just how dependent we are. In our loss of 
control we are humbled. But we are heartened too - as we come together virtually, as we thank 
our caregivers, our first responders, our teachers and our front-line workers. Our dependence 
and need for one another has been drawn in sharp relief. And in those still, quiet moments we 
can recover the grace and joy that animates our relationship with a God who loves us. 
 
We know the story of John the Baptist and how he spent years in the wilderness, wrestling with 
and testing his call, finding it and setting out with grit and determination to “testify to the light”. 
His mission was not easy or light, but in fully and confidently accepting his humble call to point 
others towards Jesus, John must have been a deeply joyful person.  
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So it can be too with us-  In the mundane tasks we carry out, in the fact that we return daily to 
the mission at hand- even when our mission seems small and insignificant, (or perhaps too 
large for our reach), there is beauty and nobility and joy to be found within all of this. In our 
preoccupation with daily troubles and tasks we can overlook what we accomplish and how 
faithful and constant we are in our service to one another.  
 
In Merton’s words, the secret beauty of our collective hearts shines like the sun. And if only we 
could realize this….  
 
I bet that John the Baptist was hard on himself and I know that we, too, are hard on ourselves 
too. Jesus asks us to stop and rest--to find the joy beneath all, in the knowing that we are 
children of God and that nothing will ever change that.   
   
Mary is the mother of Jesus and our model. She accepts her call with grace. Despite her fear 
she proclaims that her soul rejoices. In her poverty she will bring forth a vulnerable child to love 
and protect with all her evident strength.  
     
In Advent on this joyful Sunday we share with Mary the mission of bringing Christ into our world. 
Because life on the surface is choppy, full of distraction, sometimes horrifying, we can miss 
what is really going on beneath all. The ongoing mission of God is unfolding and coming into 
being before our eyes. Like Mary, may we continue to say yes, to our mission- in all our evident 
humility and poverty. May we rest today and find joy in our unbreakable connection to God, who 
is deep within and who loves us. 
 
 


