
Page 1 of 3 

“The Ayes Have It” 
A SERMON on Luke 1:39-55 for the 4th Sunday of Advent, Year C 
Preached 19 December 2021 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

“Will anyone hire somebody with a felony conviction?”   
This was the question asked, rather loudly, by Beatrice Codianni as she stood up, 

exasperated.  The scene was a meeting some number of years ago of a prisoner re-entry initiative 
in New Haven, Connecticut.  Beatrice, you see, had spent a decade-and-a-half in a federal 
women’s prison, locked away on charges of racketeering from her involvement with a major gang, 
the notorious Latin Kings, in the early ‘90s.   

The response to her adamant question was not what you’d expect.   
Perhaps not what she expected either.   
No silent ignoring of her voice, as though she had not spoken at all.  Neither the all-too-

often heard “of course they will” platitude that merely serves to brush aside.   
No, rather, it was entrepreneur Sandra Martin who responded to Beatrice:  first by giving 

her a business card… and then, by giving her a chance. 1 
Beatrice became the paid editor of a leading criminal justice website owned by Ms. Martin.  

She got to help lead that very same ex-offender initiative in which she once dared to stand up and 
ask her pointed question.   

Beatrice’s is not a simple once-was-blind-but-now-I-see transformation, however.  Back 
before prison, when she was part of the gangs, she admits serious mistakes—but she also asserts 
that she was trying to use the gang structure to do some good.  The Latin Kings had, after all, 
gotten her own son off drugs.  And more was possible, she believed.  As of the time I heard about 
her story, Beatrice still believed that more is possible, and although the gangs were no longer her 
system, she still wanted to get back out on the street to reach out and work hands-on with at-risk 
youth. 

Even as Beatrice set out on new paths for her life, though, I could only imagine that there 
were those around her who questioned it all… skeptics who wondered if she should, in fact, be 
trusted… people who pondered if she would truly live up to this transformed identity.  I could 
imagine the voice of neighbours asking “Should she be saying this?”.  I could imagine the looks on 
other neighbours’ faces, the look that requires no words at all to say “How dare she do that?!” 

 
§ 

 
I imagine that the neighbours questioned the proclamation—the song, as it’s often 

called—that we’ve just heard read in our scripture passage from Luke today, these words that 
were uttered by Mary, mother of Jesus, long, long ago.  How dare she?  How dare she sing a song of 
blessing, when what should really sound from her lips is a song of shame.  How dare she sing of 
being a child-of-Abraham when all she is a child of disgrace.  With child by the Holy Spirit?  Ha!  
That’s a good one, Mary!  Don’t you have some gall…! 

Mary did have some gall.  But not because of her claim that she was pregnant by the Holy 
Spirit.  Sure—that, in-and-of-itself, was a pretty big deal.  I don’t mean to imply that it wasn’t.  
But that claim… it was nowhere near the most daring thing Mary had to say.  Or, at the very least, 

 
 

1 Josh Kovner, “Den Mother To Latin Kings: Activist Walked Line Between Good And Evil”, Hartford Courant, 10 December 2011, 
A1. 
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maybe it was only the beginning of the radical claims that would flow from the mouth of this 
unwed teen mother. 

You see, in the story we’ve heard this morning, the claim that that the child Mary bore was 
conceived by the Holy Spirit—this is nowhere near the bulk of what Mary has to say.  In fact, if you 
look closely, Mary herself doesn’t really say much herself about the child.  In Luke, it is left to the 
angel Gabriel and to Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin, to talk about the miraculous nature of Mary’s 
pregnancy.   

But that doesn’t mean Mary had nothing to say. 
It takes her a while, after a very brief conversation with the angel, then after travelling to 

see Elizabeth, but finally—after Elizabeth greets her with such awe—Mary reaches her moment of 
catharsis, that point at which she finally just has to say something. 

And what a song it is when her mouth finally opens.  “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my 
spirit rejoices in God my saviour.”  Strong, yet largely silent for so long, Mary’s voice pours forth in 
this great moment of mystical, Spirit-filled ecstasy—praising God in words so lyrical they have 
long been called Mary’s ‘song’.    

Now, it can be easy to think of mystics and those who experience emotional, cathartic, 
ecstatic moments as being too caught up in the otherworldly.  Head-in-the-clouds.  No concern 
for the neighbour, it’s just them and the Spirit.  But not with Mary.  Her song is about the God 
who’s back out on the streets, hands on, reaching out, lifting up.  “Just as she embodies the 
polarity of being virgin and mother,” one pastor writes, “she [also] shows how we can be people 
both of the heart and the head, both mystical and resistant, both contemplative and justice 
oriented, both spiritually alive and socially active.”2   

Ultimately, this is where Mary has some real gall, where Mary might actually get herself 
and those who take solace in her song into an actual bit of trouble.  Living in a world crushed 
under the strong arm of the Roman Empire, she dares to proclaim that God has shown strength 
with God’s arm, scattering the proud.  Living in an occupied land where kings were puppets put in 
place to control and appease the masses, she dares to proclaim that God has brought the powerful 
down from their thrones and lifted up the lowly.  Being a woman who would soon find no place 
for herself or her child at the inn, she dares to claim that God has filled the hungry with good 
things and sent the rich away empty-handed. 
 

§ 
 
A United Church of Christ pastor colleague of mine back in the States has written:  
 

I think it’s easy to be joyless in this world.  It’s simple.  It doesn’t take much effort.  You can 
put others down.  You can dwell in hopelessness.  You can even lob out negative comments 
on the internet from the comfort of your own home.  The best part is that if you lack joy, 
you don’t even have to do anything constructive.  You can just dwell in it.  But it is a whole 
lot harder to rejoice.  Why?  Because joy is hard.  Now that may sound like an oxymoron.  
Joy is joy.  Shouldn’t joy be easy?  I don’t think so.  Because I think joy is something deeper 
than that.  But that also means it that it’s rooted.  And it’s the thing that remains in you 
even when everything else around you is crumbling down.  It has been said by many, in 
many different ways, that joy is resistance.  That is especially true in the worst of days.3 

 
 

2 Trisha Lyons Senterfitt, pastoral commentary on Luke 1:47-55 for the Fourth Sunday in Advent in Feasting On The Word:  
Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, ed. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, Year B – Vol. 1: Advent through 
Transfiguration (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 84.  Emphasis added. 

3 Emily C. Heath, “Joy as Resistance”, blog post on emilycheath.com, 11 December 2016; http://emilycheath.com/2016/12/11/joy-
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Mary, in her “song,” makes a choice to say a loud and profound “yes” to just this kind of resistance, 
the resistance of joy and hope in the midst of everything to the contrary.  And not, I believe, 
“Pollyanna” joy that simply pretends the the despair isn’t there.  But with nothing less than the 
power of God at work in and through her, she’s able to “speak of the future with such confidence 
that it is described as already here.”4  Mary speaks with just this sort of confidence, and in doing 
so, she puts forth a vision of a world that runs quite contrary to the one she lived in … a world 
quite contrary, to be honest, to the one that we live in, too. 

Such a world should hopefully be something we can dream of by the power of the 
confident and, dare I say, contrary God.  A world where the hungry are filled isn’t so hard to 
conceive of when you believe in the God whose presence fills the world in the first place.  A God 
whose strength challenges the proud isn’t so hard to believe in when you know the God who was 
strong enough to enter into all of the joy and pain of our human existence.   

The God of whom Mary sang in all her contrary confidence—we too can be confident in 
this God all the more, because we, these 2000 years later, know how the story goes.  We know that 
Mary brought that child into the world; we know all that child said and taught, all whom that 
child healed and loved, all that child did and dared.  And even as we still know a world filled with 
the powers of empire and profit and production, we, like Mary, know that Jesus is on the way, and 
so we can have the confidence say “yes” to her a contrary song still. 
 

§ 
 
In reflecting on where she’s been and where her life might yet lead, Beatrice Codianni, that 

gang mother turned activist I spoke of earlier…  She says: “I still have a voice.  I still have causes.  
My journey’s not done yet.”  I believe that mother Mary, she still has a cause and her journey is not 
done yet, either.  Because, my friends, with the power of God working through us, Mary still has a 
voice, as we, too, sing a contrary song, confident that different world is coming. 
 
 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER.  AMEN. 

 
 
as-resistance-december-11-2016/. 

4 Fred B. Craddock, et. al., Preaching Through the Christian Year:  A Comprehensive Commentary on the Lectionary, Year B 
(Harrisburg, PA:  Trinity Press International), 17. 


