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Mary asked the angel, "how can this be since I am a virgin?"








Luke 1:34


I received a clever description this week of what the annunciation and birth of Jesus would have looked like had it been communicated in the era of social networking.   Mary would have sent an urgent text message to Joseph: nd to tlk – bg prblm.    Joseph looks on e-Bay to see if he can find a good price for a donkey.  He explores MapQuest for the best route to Bethlehem.  Mary googles "holy spirit" in a desperate attempt to make sense of what she's heard.   A U-tube clip shows the wise men on their way from the east.  The method would have been different had the incarnation occurred in the 21st century, but the message would have been the same.   God is breaking in on this young woman's life and she has to decide what she is going to do about it. 

This is Mary's big week in the Christian year.  Luke is the only gospel that focuses on Mary.  In his birth story Matthew slides right over her in getting to Joseph's dilemma as an innocent man now engaged to a pregnant woman.   Mark, John, and Paul apparently don't consider this birth drama as having much significance at all. But Luke, particularly attentive to women, is eager we see Mary's point of view. 


Renaissance paintings were fond of portraying Mary, impeccably dressed in her royal blue gown,  calm, collected, proper as the angel visited her, but I imagine a scene far more chaotic, with Mary quite frazzled by this experience.  After all, angel visitations in the Bible are generally not comforting encounters, but terrifying.   It's no wonder the angel's first words are "do not be afraid." 

God was breaking into Mary's life in a big way, and didn't pause for the niceties of getting permission.  "You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus…and he will be called the son of the most high..and reign over the house of Jacob."  So there, deal with that.  No wonder Mary's response is "how can this be?"   You can imagine her mind racing…I'm only 14 years old (the normal age of betrothal)…and I've never had sexual relations with anyone…and is Joseph going to buy this explanation...and how will I face my parents, who thought they had secured such a good match for me, a stable, older man (probably meant he was about 30!)   How can this be?  And when God's disruption entered her life Mary's thoughts went first to biology.  The angel told her a whole bunch of things about who this child was to be, but she stressed out trying to figure out the mechanics of this strange word.  

Now, this message was huge, and unique, of course, but in some ways life is often a series of circumstances breaking in, often unexpectedly, disruptively, to which we find ourselves saying, "how can this be?"  I'm diagnosed with stage four cancer--how can this be, I've always eaten right and taken care of myself.  My marriage has broken up-- how can this be, I've wanted nothing more than to have a happy family life.   I've been laid off--how can this be, I've been such a good worker.  Or even when we're talking of surprising positive occurrences, the question is there.   I've gotten this amazing job with responsibility far beyond my experience level, but can I really do it?  How can this be?  Life has blessed me with material resources far greater than my parents ever dreamed of, and certainly beyond my deserving.  How can this be?  I'm given a chance to take leadership on in the church or community, and I might have welcomed it earlier, but now aren't I too old for this, or I might have  welcomed it later, but now I'm too young, too busy?  How can this be?  When something big happens for us, our  minds turn to the mechanics of it all, the biology of how it came to be, when perhaps the question God asks us to consider is not how, but "what are you going to do about this new situation, this unexpected intrusion which just might be an opportunity from God "


Now the angel does his very best to try to answer Mary's question: "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 and he will be called Son of God."  Oh, I can see Mary sighing. OK.  That's the explanation.   I suspect Mary was still confused after this; the mechanics of how God was entering her life still murky.   She has to rest content with that confident word of assurance, "with God, nothing will be impossible."  


For Martin Luther, the real miracle of Christmas was Mary's response to all this.   Mary is the first to say "yes" to the claims of Jesus on her life. So the early church labeled her the first Christian disciple.   Mary is this previously anonymous person whom God has chosen for this particular mission, and although she couldn't change her God-sent circumstances, her pregnancy, she did have a choice in how to respond.  To Luther, it was a miracle of faith that Mary responded, "Here I am, the servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word." 

Does it strike you as it does me that the Christmas story is not a call to comfort, basking in the glow of the manger and sweet baby Jesus, and O Holy Night and all that, but a call to commissioning, to discipleship.   God loves us enough to enlist our help in his mission.  Sometimes in Scripture the most overlooked words are the most significant.  I had a colleague who wrote a dissertation on "Paul's use of the preposition 'in.'"  500 pages on that subject, if you can believe it, the ultimate esoteric academic exercise you may be saying, but utterly convincing in its argument that even the seemingly throwaway words are significant in scripture, even "in."  I think that is true here. Mary doesn't say "let it be to me"---do to me whatever you will God.  That's sometimes what we think…what is God doing to be me….giving me a difficult class for the 3rd year in a row,  saddling me with a troublesome boss at work, letting my child be sick 4 days before Christmas, when I don't have time to deal with this.  But God doesn't break in to do stuff TO us.   The preposition is different here. Let it be WITH me, Mary says. Let it be with me according to your word.  Immanuel, "God with me." 


Mary is saying, I have no idea what changes this baby in my womb will bring to my life—in her case of course it led her ultimately to the foot of the cross—but I'm willing to open myself to work with  you, God.  God is asking for Mary's consent to be part of God's plan to break into the world in human flesh, and she says "yes."   

St. Theresa of Avila offered an oft quoted, but still evocative understanding of the importance of our co-operation with God:  (Nicole mentioned it in her appeal on behalf of the women's Bible study to provide support for clean water in Africa)

"God has no hands but our hands to do his work today; 

God has no feet but our feet to lead others in his way; 

God has no voice but our voice to tell others how he died; 

God has no help but our help to lead them to his side."  

And Mary might have added, and God has no body but my body for this great intrusion of God entering the world in human flesh. 


Mary's story of God breaking into her life—and our world-- is dramatic and unique, but the reality is God keeps interrupting, breaking our lives, with circumstances not of our choosing, and inviting us to consider "what are we going to do about it."  This week at our training for new elders, one person mentioned that as she was considering the request to serve, she heard a sermon here which ostensibly was about the milestone of entering the retirement years.  But, as she listened to an example which involved a relative of her who continued to serve the church through teaching well into her 80s, she heard something else, the voice of God to her,inviting her to serve with God.  How can it be that I'm being asked to serve, because I have all kinds of reasons why the timing wasn't right.  But sometimes God breaks in, and says, I give you the opportunity, "what are you going to do about it?"

Mary was willing to put her future in God's hand.  It is easy to talk this language when nothing major is at stake, but much harder when unexpected circumstances intrude and we wonder where the future is going.  I've discovered again this year that following Christ, trusting God may mean experiencing life not as more stable and predictable but as less so.  And yet in the uncertainly, in the unsettlement, in the places outside our comfort zone, God gives us strength to carry on alongside God nevertheless.     


God's breaking into Mary's life was disruptive, but it was her great opportunity to trust in a God who promised to be with her.  Let it be with me according to your word.  And so the one born to be savior entered the world.  Our circumstances differ, but let's remember, that's our opportunity, too.  Let it be with us, according to your word. 
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