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How Can This Be?

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

Luke 1:26-38

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 he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.’  But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.  
The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  And now, you will conceive in your womb 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 said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’  
The angel said to her, ‘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; he will be called Son of God. And now, 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. For nothing will be impossible with God.’ Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ Then the angel departed from her.

When I was in Seminary, I took part in group spiritual direction.  This is a spiritual exercise led by a director where you listen intentionally for God’s voice in your own life and in the lives of others.  It was a little outside my Presbyterian comfort zone.  But one of the best sessions I remember was when the director brought out a copy of a painting.  It was the Annunciation by Henry Tanner.  
The scene is humble -- there is a messy bed with a young girl sitting on it, clearly woken from sleep.  A simple rug lays unevenly on a stone floor, and standing before her is a long shaft of light, not quite of human form.  The girl’s expression is unsure yet not entirely fearful.  She appears poor, young, unprepared, a little baffled about what the angel standing before her is saying.
That is the picture we get in this text of the Annunciation, the announcing of Jesus’ birth.  An angel is sent to the small, back-water town of Nazareth, to Mary.  The marriage customs of the time were that a father would make a marriage agreement for his young daughter of 12 or 13 with a man.  Once the details of payment were agreed upon she was considered betrothed legally to her future husband, but she remained at home with her family for a year before there was a formal wedding ceremony and celebration that would last several days.  So Mary is living at home when the angel appears to her.  

If we could stand and watch this scene play out we would probably think that Mary was cast incorrectly.  The poor, teenage daughter given in marriage to a likely poor tradesman – she would likely have been one of many children and as a girl, of little consequence to the fortunes of the family.  In a year she will no longer be another mouth to feed.  But at least they have found someone to marry her.  We have heard this story so many times that I think we have become numb to the scandal of it.  And the scandal is not that this supposed virgin miraculously becomes pregnant, but that God would choose this person to be a part of God’s plan, part of God’s best story.
The angel says to her, “Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  And she was perplexed by these words.  And rightly so – since when has God’s favor looked like poverty and disposability.  To be favored by God in the popular mind looked a lot then like it does now – wealthy, healthy, married, many children, happy, successful, blessed.  
This whole scenario with Mary tells us that being favored by God, or chosen by God, is not about prosperity or education or even readiness.  Being God’s chosen might look much different than we have always thought. 
Mary wonders what kind of greeting this might be, especially when you’ve been told your whole life that you really don’t matter very much at all.  If we got no further in this story, if we stopped the sermon right there, we would have a tremendous amount of good news to swallow.  
God favors us?  The sinful, the lost, the immature, the unprepared, the not-smart-enough, not-talented-enough.  God calls us beloved?  I have always thought that if we could just grasp that one thing fully it would change everything.  Mary is told by the angel that she has found favor with God, but that really doesn’t convey the meaning of the Greek.  
The word translated to find, “eurisko,” is also the basis for the word eureka – meaning “I have found it,” but in surprise, surprise at discovering something wholly unexpected.  The Greek word for “favor” is more usually translated as “grace.”  Grace is one of those things, like love, that one finds only if another person is willing to give it.   Given all that, one commentator suggests that the meaning is more like “Mary was surprised by the grace that had come from God.”
The story doesn’t end there.  The angel lays out the whole plan before Mary – she will give birth miraculously without having known a man – it will be God’s son – he will be king.  
Let’s unpack this pronouncement.  We might assume that this was good tidings of great joy.  It probably wasn’t – it was probably terrifying.  
Bearing a child out of wedlock, Mary was facing, at the least, divorce from her arranged marriage and probably banishment from her family and she would be forced into even more extreme poverty.  Her life expectancy and that of her child would have been very short.  At the worst she would be stoned for adultery.  And no one is going to believe her story of how it all happened.  
One commentator notes that it is shocking that this story is saved and retold as the origins of Jesus, the holy one.  
But that wasn’t the worst part – the political implications of the angel’s announcement were astounding.  In a world under the military thumb of the Roman empire, ruled by a puppet Jewish king and under the spiritual leadership of the Pharisees, the announcement that someone was coming to fill David’s throne, to rule over the house of Jacob, that meant completely overturning the political powers at work.  It meant a revolution of epic proportions and it meant the fulfillment of hundreds of years of hopes and expectations and waiting for God’s messiah.  
In the end, Jesus wasn’t executed because of his birth story, but because he was a threat to the religious and political authorities.  Can you blame Mary for responding, “How can this be?”

Well, really she says, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” but I don’t think her question was really about biology.  In fact there are many scholars who think the idea of a virgin birth was not the hard part to swallow.  There were stories in the ancient world of great men, kings and leaders, who were born without fathers.  
 I think her question has to do with theology.  What is God up to?  How can this be that God would choose me to be a part of this plan?  I’m nothing, barely married, I haven’t known a man, I’m poor, uneducated, the least of my family.  
One commentator writes, “The offensive element of Jesus' birth is not the virgin conception, but that the king of the Jews would be born to such a poor family in an insignificant city at the outskirts of Israel. If a king were to be born, wouldn't it be better to have him born to high ranking, wealthy parents who could provide him with all the finest things? Shouldn't he be born and grow up in Jerusalem -- the city of God?”
Mary is told that the impossible will become possible because of God.  And her response is the best part of the story.  
There has been a lot of debate about whether Mary had a choice in the situation.  Could she have told God to pick someone else?  
One commentator states: “I don't think that Mary had a choice. She was going to become pregnant whether she liked it or not. I wouldn't use the word "cooperate" with what was going to happen. The word that is used later in Luke 1 is "believe": "Blessed is she who has believed that what has been spoken to her from the Lord will be fulfilled" (1:45). Luther presented Mary as a model of faith. Faith is receiving what God gives.

It seems to me that the choices that she and we have are:
    to be under God's control or to try and control God

    to believe God's word or call God a liar

    to accept what God has done or to complain about it

Would that each of us would respond to God with, ‘Let me become what you have called me to be.’”
How often have big things happened in our own lives and we respond with: how can this be?  The cancer diagnosis – how can this be?  The loss of a job – how can this be?  A new opportunity way outside our comfort zone – how can this be?  A job requires us to pack up everything and move – how can this be?  Finding out that we are having a child – how can this be?  Hearing a call in our lives to be more generous – to give up some of our comfort for those who have no comfort – how can this be?   
In the book the Hole in the Gospel, our one book, one congregation pick for 2012, Richard Stearns recounts his moment of being called out by God for something big.  He was the CEO of Lenox, the luxury plate ware company, and a recruiter came knocking on his door looking for next president of World Vision.  The recruiter asked him, “Are you willing to be open to God’s will for your life?”  He thought to himself, “What a terrible question to ask someone. What a rude question to ask someone! And what an uncomfortable question for someone to answer.”  
And he stammered, “yes . . .yes I do want to be open to God’s will . . . “ and then there were a lot of “buts” in his mind:
· But I’m not qualified

· But I don’t know anything about global poverty, or relief and development, or fundraising.  Surely this would be a huge mistake.

· But I’ve worked more than 20 years to get to the top of the corporate ladder.  You can’t be suggesting that I would give all that up.

· But I love being the CEO of Lenox, and I am just on the brink of making a lot of money

· But I have 5 kids, who love their friends and their school, and we would have to move them to the other side of the country

· But, Lord, I don’t want to do this.  This will wreck my life.

· But I can’t do this, God.  Not poverty, slums, hunger, disease, dying children, grieving parents – don’t ask me to go there, Lord.  Not into so much pain and suffering and despair.

He flew in for the interview with the search committee.  He writes, “I remember in every interview that day carefully explaining all of the reasons I was a bad choice and didn’t have the experience necessary.”  And by unanimous vote he was offered the job.
How can this be? God is calling each of us to be what he has made us to be and to do what he has made us to do.   We are not ready for this.  The bed isn’t made, we are in our pajamas, this wasn’t our plan, we are startled out of sleep by this big news. How can this be?  And the same choices lay before us as they did for Mary:

To be under God’s control or to try and control God

To believe God’s word or call God a liar

To accept what God has done or to complain about it
Mary’s response reveals her choice: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  One scholar suggests that we could paraphrase that as: "Let me become what you have called me to be."

God calls to us – calls us “favored ones” – we are called to big things – may we respond “here I am” and “let me become what you have called me to be.”  
As we walk through this Advent season may we recognized that the glory of Christmas came about by the willingness of ordinary people to obey God's claim on their lives.
Amen. 

