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Hello and welcome to my meditation for this week, the 4th Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of 

Love!  Let’s begin today’s journey with this week’s advent candle liturgy:  on this fourth 

Sunday in Advent, we find the candles of Hope, Peace and Joy already alight and shining 

their wisdom on us.  Today, we light a fourth candle, the candle of Love.  This candle is a 

symbol of God’s love, the love that is alive in us each day.  Please join with me in the 

response:  Come, O God, travel with us through Advent.  Give us courage to spread love 

in this world, amen. 

 

VU6, v. 4 

A candle is burning, a candle of love, a candle to point us to heaven above.  

A baby for Christmas, a wonderful birth for Jesus is bringing God's love to our earth.  

Words by Sandra Dean (1986); music by James Murray (1887) 

 

Let us now pray: Eternal God:  you ever proclaim news of redemption!  Make our hearts 

leap with joy like Elizabeth’s, and fill our mouths with songs of praise like Mary’s, that 

we may announce the glad tidings of your love in all that we do and say, amen 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU46 ‘Gentle Mary Laid Her Child’ 

 

In today’s gospel lection, Luke is going to tell us about the time that the angel, Gabriel, 

visited Mary, Jesus’ mother.  Now, this is a story that can lead us to see how there’s a Mary 

in every one of us – and that can lead us to all kinds of new Love!  Reading now from the 

first chapter of Luke:  In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in 

Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house 

of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.  And Gabriel came to her saying, “Greetings, 

favoured one! The Lord is with you!”  Mary was much perplexed by his words and pondered 

what sort of greeting this might be.  Then the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for 

you have found favour with God.  You will conceive and bear a son, and you will name him 

Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 

give to him the throne of his ancestor, David.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 

and of his kingdom there will be no end.”  Mary replied, “How can this be, since I am a 

virgin?”  The angel said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 

High will overshadow you.  Therefore, the child to be born will be holy.  Your relative 

Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was 

said to be barren – nothing is impossible with God!”  Then Mary said, “Here am I, the 

servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word.” 

 

Sermon: ‘The Mary in Us All’ 

Holy God: help us to receive now the wondrous news that you would be born in our hearts 

all over again!  Quicken our imaginations; touch our understanding; open our hearts and 

minds, open our spirits and hands.  This we humbly pray in the name of your Love, amen. 
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On this Sunday when we hear of the angel, Gabriel, visiting Mary, I want to recall for you 

the time when I met Gabriella.  This happened in the first week of December, in the year of 

2001.  Gabriella, an Italian woman in her mid-70’s, was in the Emergency Unit of what used 

to be called Toronto East General Hospital but is now called Michael Garron Hospital. 

Gabriella was in the Emergency Department, having had a heart attack; I was there serving 

as a hospital Chaplain while completing a course called Clinical Pastoral Education as part of 

my training to become a minister within the United Church.  Now, I only spent a few 

moments with Gabriella at that first meeting – she was still in a certain amount of pain; I 

simply prayed a quick prayer with her and left. But I did meet with Gabriella two days later, 

after she was feeling better, and had been moved into a nursing unit.  On that second 

occasion, I found Gabriella sitting up in a bed, surrounded by no less than four (four!) 

pictures of Jesus’ mother, Mary, the Madonna.  Gabriella and I had what I found to be an 

absolutely stunning exchange.  As a matter of fact, I find it to be as stunning today as I did 

back then!  You see, along with tears and a whole world of obvious pain, Gabriella confided 

that she’d never been able to have children.  And, along with that confession, eventually 

came a huge revelation for me.  But, in order to share something of that with you, I have to 

back up and give you some context. 

 

Clinical Pastoral Education is taught in a wide variety of contexts.  Students can take C.P.E. 

units while serving in a pastoral church; they can earn their C.P.E.’s in prison settings; 

probably the most common of all settings, students can a C.P.E. in a hospital.  Regardless of 

where the C.P.E. takes place, there’s a ‘formula’ to this kind of learning, a formula that goes 

like this:  a person’s ability to relate to others (that is to say, to care for them, to ‘reach’ them, 

or to connect with them at a deep level) is directly proportional to that person’s ability to 

empathize.  Now, empathy is definitely not the same as sympathy, and it’s certainly not a 

matter of feeling sorry for someone else.  Far from it, empathy is about the ability to develop 

an emotional understanding of where that other person is, based upon an ability to feel 

something of what that other person is feeling.  Along with that formula, Clinical Pastoral 

Education has two distinct phases.  First of all, every student is exposed to a wide variety of 

different experiences within their placement settings.  In our programme, we students worked 

in different parts of the hospital as chaplains.  On a rotational basis, we all visited different 

medical care units within the hospital and, directed by the nurses who worked on those units, 

would visit key patients.  We also took turns carrying a pager, which would ‘go off’ 

whenever a chaplain was requested in the hospital.  Secondly, those experiences are then 

shared in a group dynamic between all the students and their assigned Supervisor.  We called 

that ‘being in the hot seat’ as we took turns sharing and being questioned, or ‘grilled,’ by our 

peers.  The students in my C.P.E. came from all walks of life and had brought with them a 

wealth of perspective and knowledge.  What’s more, there is little that most C.P.E. 

Supervisors haven’t encountered, and I found our supervisor’s questioning to be especially 

insightful!  And, so, back to that formula about which I spoke:  it is as we are able to increase 

our emotional inventories that we are thereby able to develop more self-awareness, and a 

greater emotional understanding what others are experiencing.  You know, there are many 

different learning styles, and some people benefit more from one learning style than another.  
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Well, for me, C.P.E. learning was especially deep, wide, and rich, even though it was never a 

comfortable process! 

 

It was particularly that way when I brought my experience with Gabriella to my CPE group – 

when it was my turn to be grilled!  You see, much to my surprize, I found that I had been 

repressing a whole host of issues of which I’d been quite unaware at the time that I was 

actually visiting with Gabriella.  For example, I discovered that I was sitting on some rather 

negative attitudes about the way that Gabriella used those pictures of Mary.  I grew up as a 

minority Protestant in Catholic Quebec during the 1950’s and 1960’s; I grew up in an 

environment where it was often easier to be certain about what was ‘right’ than it was to 

consider whether we were right in the first place!  Then, after the first ten years of my life in 

Quebec, my United Church minister-father took a leave of absence and moved me (along 

with my family, of course!) across the Atlantic Ocean into British Methodism for six years, 

into a set of inherited values which only served to heighten my suspicion of church 

hierarchy.  And that created a huge ‘blind spot’ for me when it came to childless Gabriella 

and her emotional angst.  You see, I was sadly unaware of how, growing up in the world that 

she did, with the circumstances that she had, Gabriella had become so isolated from God that 

it had become virtually impossible for her to untangle all the spiritual knots in her life.  

Gabriella was raised to feel that her childlessness had made her a failure – a failure to her 

husband; a failure to her parents; a failure to her church, and a failure to God.  As a failure of 

that kind, Gabriella found it much easier to turn to Mary than all the authority figures in her 

life.  That’s because, within the worldview in which Gabriella grew up, God was 

unquestionably ‘male.’ So, too, Jesus, was another male!  Then, on a local level, her local 

priest was also always male. Well, all of those authority figures were not figures to whom 

Gabriella could relate!  (By the way, I learned most of that from the member of my CPE 

group who was a deacon in the Catholic church; I learned the most about one of my own 

deep, subconscious ‘blind spots’ from someone who, I thought, was going to have the least to 

offer me!) 

 

Well, on this fourth Sunday of Advent, on this Sunday that’s all about love, I believe that this 

scenario holds a parable for us all, regardless of our family of origins, or personal blind 

spots!  You see, I don’t believe for a moment that God intended Gabriella to feel a ‘failure.’  

I do, however, believe that she was born into circumstances, values and attitudes in which 

God’s love had been just about squashed out of existence.  Just about, but not completely!  

Not completely because, although Gabriella was raised to believe that a woman’s highest 

calling was to bear children, and although we can now see how hopelessly outdated that 

attitude is – I mean, the simple physiology of her situation is that it might have been 

Gabriella’s husband who was infertile, not her! – the fact remains that, in Mary, Gabriella 

still found the comfort of God’s love, a love that walks with us through all the pain that life 

sometimes puts us through until, one day, it walks us into God’s nearer presence.  God is not 

a remote, distant, inaccessible being somewhere ‘out there.’  Far from it, God is Emmanuel, 

and God would be one with us!  God yearns for intimate relationship, relationship where 

hope, peace, joy and love, can flow through our lives and colour every corner, every attitude, 
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every value, everything that we do!  Gabriella found that in relationship in Mary, Jesus’ 

mother, and there’s a sense in which we all have a Mary deep within, for we all have a sense 

of the holy, and we all yearn for connection with a hope that endures.  Well, God yearns to 

meet with us – to empathize with us! – in those very yearnings, and that meeting will come 

tailor-made just to fit the shape of our lives.  All that remains for us to do is open our hearts, 

minds, and spirits – to open our hands and our wallets, too!  Let us say, even as Mary once 

said, “Here am I, a servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word!”  In the 

name of God our Creator, God our Redeemer, and God our Sustainer, amen. 

 

Let us now turn back to God in prayer:  gracious One, we receive the gift of life from you, 

we learn the meaning of life through you, and we find the glory of life in relationship with 

you; we praise you this morning for the grace of your acceptance, the acceptance that takes 

us just as we are, then helps us to become so much more! 

 

As the story of Mary’s love washes over us this morning, O God, wash us clean in that same 

love, and feed us with the power of a new vision.  God, grant us something of the strength 

that lay in Mary’s (and Gabriella’s!) faithfulness, for although the light of your way shines so 

clearly, oh, how we humans love to walk in shadows!  We spend millions on weapons and 

pennies for peace; we pursue sources of amusement with such creativity but seek justice and 

reconciliation with such half-heartedness!   

 

Forgive us, God, and lift the scales from our eyes that we might see things as you do; take 

from us our hardness of heart, and our passion for idols, that we might realize how we have 

been born for a purpose.  Then, Source of Love, as your Word of Life became flesh for us, 

may your Word become flesh through us! 

 

Today, Eternal God, we pray for all the difficulty in this world, that it may find your grace; 

we pray, too, for humankind’s struggle with the COVID-19 virus, that, with vaccines, it may 

start to leave us this new year.  Loving One, in the silence of the next moments, touch the 

burdens that we carry with us deep down … [moment of silence]  All of this, O God, we offer 

to you in Jesus’ name, even as we pray now the words of a contemporary version of Christ’s 

Prayer:  Holy God, who is heaven:  hallowed be your name, followed be your way, and 

done be your will throughout creation.  Feed us with the bread that we need for today 

and forgive us for the hurts that we cause others, even as we learn to forgive those who 

hurt us.  Strengthen us in times of temptation and free us from the grip of all that is 

evil, for you reign in the glory of the power that is love, now and forever, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU29 ‘Hark the Glad Sound’ 

 

Go now with the love of God, the grace of Jesus, our Christ, and the constant companionship 

of God’s Spirit; go now and live out the love that God has uniquely made you to be and 

become!  Amen. 


