Christ is Coming- Believe!

Advent 4

Luke 1:26-38

December 18th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


Well, we are now just one week from Christmas.  If the shopping ads and television Christmas programs and office parties aren’t enough to remind you of that, today’s gospel reading certainly will.  Today’s reading is the announcement to Mary by the angel Gabriel that she has been chosen as the one to give birth to the savior.  The religious term you may have heard is the “annunciation” to Mary.  In this gospel reading, Mary is the ultimate example of the faithful servant.  Her response to this news is amazing, “Here I am, a servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”  


While it is natural to focus on Mary's amazing example of faith, there is much that takes place between Gabriel's announcement, "Greetings, favored one," and Mary's response, "Let it be according to your word."  It took some convincing by Gabriel before Mary would become the willing servant.
This story of Gabriel's announcement to Mary is surrounded by the humanly impossible.   No wonder it took some convincing.  Remember that Gabriel had already appeared to Zechariah to tell him that his wife, Elizabeth, would conceive a son in her old age.  This son would be John the Baptist, who would prepare the way for Jesus.  Elizabeth's story brackets Mary's.  Just before today’s lesson Elizabeth expresses both her joy at this news and her pain during her childless years by saying,  "This is what the Lord has done for me when he looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among my people." An elderly woman has become pregnant, a miracle of God.  The seemingly impossible, became possible.

Elizabeth’s impossibility suggests that we hear Mary's story as equally impossible, 

if not more so.  In human terms, it simply doesn’t make sense, in more ways than one.  

The first impossibility is that Mary is favored.  Young Mary is chosen.  Why Mary?  What about her makes her favored?  Mary herself acknowledges the seemingly impossible possibility of God coming to her. She is perplexed and ponders the different reasons for Gabriel’s greeting.  All that Gabriel has said is, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you."   He has said nothing more, and not given his reason for appearing.  And yet his appearance and greeting are impossible enough to cause Mary to stop and question.

 Why is Mary so bewildered? It’s because she knows her place. She knows who she is. And this should not be happening. She's a she, to start with.  Why would Gabriel come to a girl?  It’s the men that were the religious leaders.  She was just a teenager, from an ordinary family, no one special at all.  Surely there were other young women more qualified.  There is nothing about her that should cause an angel of the Lord to choose her and call her favored.  So she is understandably puzzled.
And if that isn’t impossible enough, Gabriel then tells her the incredible news that she's going to be pregnant with a son.  Wow!  She’s not even married yet.  And this is not just any son, but the Son of the Most High, from the lineage of David, who will reign over an everlasting kingdom. That would cause any woman to quickly take a seat, so she doesn’t pass out from the shock!
Mary’s response should not come as a surprise.  "How can this be? Since I am a virgin." What would you expect her to say?  This whole encounter and the news that is shared is not humanly possible.   An angel enters the life of an unsuspecting teenage girl to tell her that she has found favor with God and will conceive, carry, and bear the Son of God. Impossible!

But what is humanly impossible, is divinely possible.  What humans cannot do, God can do.  The angel tells Mary that it is the Holy Spirit of God that will be at work in her life to conceive a child who will be God’s son.  There aren’t many details.  There don’t have to be.  It’s enough to know that the very presence and power of God will be at work within her, making the humanly impossible, divinely possible.
And that, apparently, was enough for Mary to move from disbelief and confusion, to faith and willing service.  With the Holy Spirit within her, the impossible becomes possible.  Mary is able to summon the courage, or maybe better, is given the courage, to believe that God is indeed favoring her and will use her as the one chosen to bring the savior into the world.  Mary will be a servant of God who plays the most important human role of all to help bring about God’s plan.  She will be the mother of the Lord.  Mary, of course, has forever been honored for her place in God’s plan for the salvation of the world.
Now, for most of us, this whole annunciation of Mary, seems foreign and strange.  We accept it by faith, but it’s surely a one- time event.  What does it possibly have to do  with us?  Is her story in any way, our story?  Well, I think that it is.

Let’s start with God’s favor and choice of Mary.  That was an amazing thing.  It was entirely God’s doing.  It wasn’t, as far as we know, because of any special qualities of this young woman.  God chose her, to carry out God’s plan.

Well, in much the same way, we now believe that God favors and chooses us.  It’s not because of our goodness or exceptional character or because of the many good things we may do.  It’s because of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ.  God loves us.  God loves the world.  God gave us Jesus, to save us from our sin.  Because of that, God favors us, just as he favored Mary so long ago.

And isn’t it good to know that God chooses and favors us?  It’s such a good feeling whenever we’re chosen for something.  I’ll never forget the day I received a card in the mail regarding my assignment to my Little League baseball team.  I was 10 years old.  I had gone to tryouts.  Based on how well you did, you would then be assigned to a major league team or a minor league team.  There were three ten year olds, four eleven year olds, and 5 twelve year olds, for each major league team.  The odds of being in the majors as a 10 year old were pretty slim.  If you made the majors, you got to wear a full uniform, play your games at night with an umpire calling balls and strikes behind home plate, and play on fields that had been chalked and prepared by a grounds crew.  If you were in the minors, you received a t-shirt and hat, the coaches served as umpires from behind the pitcher’s mound,  and you played games during the day on fields that were rough because they received no preparation..  Everyone hoped to be assigned to a major league team.  Well, you can imagine how surprised and I thrilled I was when I made the majors as a ten year old.  What a good feeling to be favored and chosen!
Hopefully you’ve all known the feeling of being chosen at some time.  Surely we’ve all felt rejection as well.  But today is about being chosen, and chosen by God, no less!   

The good news of the gospel is that God chooses us all, by God’s grace.  We don’t have to try out for God, and hope for a favorable post card in the mail.  In sending the savior into the world, God shows love and favor for all people.  We receive such love by faith alone.  That’s all there is to it.  We are favored by God, even as God favored Mary.  
And, impossible as it may seem, God can also work through us, to bring healing and salvation to life, even as he worked through Mary.  Now I don’t think there’s going to be any more virgin births.  So, the woman of the congregation can breathe a collective sigh of relief.  That’s been done once, and that’s enough.  

 But think how many other wonderful things there are that God wants to accomplish through us, male or female.  Through us, in the places we live and work and serve, God can do great things.  We, like Mary, have the promise of the Spirit of God at work in us.  With the Spirit, the impossible becomes possible.  We can all, like Mary, be servants of the Lord and do great things where God has placed us.

So today, I want you to first of all understand that you are a favored one of God.  In Christ, God has chosen you.  You matter enough to God, that God was willing to send his son as the savior to die on the cross for you.  You may not hear that message anywhere else.  But Gabriel’s words to Mary are also God’s words to you.  “Hail, O favored one!  The Lord is with you.”

And then, I want you to know that God can use you to make a difference for good in the world.  God used Mary in a unique way.  God can use you as well.  

It’s one week until Christmas.  There’s still plenty of time for God to use you for good this holiday season.  Between now and Christmas, I’d encourage you to try and think of one concrete way that God  can use you to make a difference for someone else.  Maybe it’s giving a few coins in a Salvation Army kettle.  Maybe it’s visiting a neighbor that’s lonely.  Maybe it’s writing a note to a friend.  Maybe it’s providing a meal for someone.  Maybe it’s offering a prayer for someone you love.  If every one of us does something, think of the impact that makes on the lives of others.  

Christmas is nearly here.  Gabriel comes to Mary with an amazing, seemingly impossible message.  Mary, God has chosen you.  Mary, you will give birth to the savior.  Mary, God’s spirit is with you.  And Mary believed the impossible to be possible.  

Today, may Mary’s story be ours as well.  For God has come to us.  God favors us.  God can use us.  May we, say with Mary, “Let it be to me, according to you word.”  Amen 
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