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Defining Joy 

 

 By almost anyone’s standards, this is probably not the most opportune time to be full of 

joy. Mary has just traveled many miles to visit her cousin Elizabeth after being told by an angel 

that she will bear the Son of God and that Elizabeth, in her old age, is also pregnant. You’d think 

she’d be exhausted after such a long journey. And imagine what she’s going to be facing—Mary 

is a young, Jewish girl who has been promised to Joseph. And now she’s pregnant! This is 

something that will bring shame upon her, her family, possibly Joseph unless he accuses her, and 

if he does so, then she could be stoned for the dishonor she has brought upon everyone. No, this 

does not seem to be a great time to be joyful, to be full of joy. 

 Yet, in Mary’s Song, in the Magnificat, that seems to be what we are hearing. Mary 

proclaims that her soul magnifies the Lord—her soul gives praise to God and worships God for 

all that God has done and is doing. She says her spirit rejoices! Mary, who has just completed a 

very long journey, who is facing the prospect of being an unwed mother, bringing dishonor and 

shame to her family, potentially being stoned, this Mary is rejoicing! 

 But, why? It really doesn’t make a lot of sense! No one rejoices when they’re potentially 

facing death! What in the world is Mary thinking?!?! Rejoicing at such a time as this! 

 What was Mary thinking? You know, that’s a good question! And while we can’t read 

her mind, we do have what the Scriptures offer to us and if we look further at this passage, at 

what Mary has to say, we see that her future, what may happen when she returns to Nazareth, is 

the furthest thing from her mind. No, what’s on Mary’s mind is what God is doing, the future 
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that God has planned. She sings of how great God’s mercy is and how the Lord will show 

strength to the world. Mary sings of how God has and will bring down the powerful and lift up 

the lowly. The Lord will fill the hungry with good things and has and will keep all of the 

promises that were made to Abraham and his descendants. This is what Mary was thinking about 

and why she was rejoicing. 

 Mary is not joyful because of the way things currently are in the world and in her life. 

Mary is joyful because of the way God would have things be in the world. She is rejoicing that 

the way of the Lord is coming! For Mary, joy is not about current circumstances, or even really 

about her at all. Instead, joy is about God and what God can do, has done, is doing, and will do. 

Mary finds her joy in God—she defines joy in and through God. 

 How do we define joy? Where do we find our joy? As we come to the third Sunday in 

Advent, the Sunday of Joy, that is the question for each of us. What does joy mean to us? Do we 

allow the current state of the world, or our lives, to define whether or not we are joyful? Or have 

we found the deeper well of joy, the joy of God. 

 See, one of the things we’ve let the world and the culture around us do, is we’ve let 

everyone else define joy, and the definition the world has come up with for joy is happy. So, to 

be joyful is to be happy and to be happy is to be joyful. And we’ve allowed ourselves to believe 

that in order to find joy we must first be happy and find happiness. And that’s just not true. Joy 

does not equal being happy and you can be happy without being very joyful. They are two very 

different things. 

 One resource helps explain: “Joy is more consistent and is cultivated internally. It comes 

when you make peace with who you are, why you are, and how you are. Happiness tends to be 

externally triggered and is based on other people, things, places, thoughts, and events” 
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(https://www.psychologies.co.uk/joy-vs-happiness). Now, if we take the definition given here for 

joy and we translate it into our language of faith then what we have is the idea that joy is 

consistent and comes when we believe the assurance that we are God’s, we were created by God, 

and are here on earth to seek and serve God’s will in the world. Or as Rick Warren puts it: “Joy 

is the settled assurance that God is in control of all the details of my life, the quiet confidence 

that ultimately everything is going to be alright, and the determined choice to praise God in 

every situation” (https://billhigh.com/faith/how-do-you-define-joy/). 

 This is why Mary can be joyful when everything around her looks so bleak. This is why 

people who are dying or dealing with oppression or other such horrible situations can still be full 

of joy. Because joy is not dependent on our circumstances or situation or what’s going on around 

us. Joy is found in God! In who God is, and what God has done, is doing, and will do.  

 This is what Mary is showing us today, as she visits Elizabeth and rejoices in all that God 

is doing. She is living out her belief that it’s not about the way things currently are but about the 

way God wants things to be. This is what Advent reminds us. Advent reminds us that we are not 

to focus solely on what is currently happening but to remember there is another way, there is 

God’s way of living and being; to remember that someday God’s way will be the world’s way 

because God’s kingdom will be fully realized here on earth. 

 There is no earthly reason for Mary to be so full of joy. Yet, Mary finds her joy not in 

earthly reasons, but in God. She defines joy by who she is (the chosen one of God), and who she 

belongs to (one of God’s children). So, this Advent season, how do we define joy? Do we allow 

the world to teach us joy? Or rather, do we seek and find our joy in God, remembering that being 

joyful and being happy are two very different things? 

 


