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Not So Merry for Mary

Luke 1:26-38
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Christmas is a beautiful time of year, and we go all out for it. It often brings back warm memories and we try to do things that nurture the continuation of the joy that Christmas usually instills. Admittedly, it becomes a bit more melancholy when we approach these high celebration days without, perhaps, the ones we love. Maybe we are separated by distance, or maybe this is the first Christmas you have to experience without a loved one because they passed away this year. And so while the world sings glibly of “the most wonderful time of the year,” for many this moment isn’t so merry.

In a devotion he wrote, Glenn Hendricks asks, “Why do we so often try to make Christmas white, or glistening with ornaments and garland? Why do we have parties, eat fancy desserts, burn sweet smelling candles and give elaborate gifts? Why do we send cards with twinkling stars, snow covered spruces, decorated trees, and cute manger scenes? Why do we have two weeks’ vacation?”
We fill our homes with scents and sounds that are as festive as possible. I think we celebrate Christmas in this way because we like to focus on Christ as God’s gift to us. I believe our motives, for the most part, are good. We want to remind our children of God’s love and that is certainly something to celebrate.

The problem is that our celebration often becomes the focus of Christmas. We enjoy the fine food and music. We enjoy the lights and festivity. We shop for weeks or more to find the right gifts. But the “reason for the season” as so often stated, often gets subverted by our many ancillary activities.

Although we make an honest effort to focus our attention on this new thing that God, out of love, is doing in the birth of Jesus, I think it is sometimes hard to remember that the first Christmas was more about sacrifice than blessing, on God’s part, on Joseph’s part, but perhaps especially on Mary’s part. We may run around wishing all a merry Christmas, but I’m thinking it wasn’t so merry for Mary.

For these few weeks in Advent we have been focusing on “the inconvenient incarnation,” the fact that God coming to us in the flesh may look like a good thing from the perspective of 2000 years, but what did it look like up front and personal?

We saw that for Herod and perhaps others with major control issues, this incarnation may not be such a welcomed thing. When everything needs to be about me, when life needs to be so controlled as to make sure things happen the way I plan and so I am in the center, we lose out on the very thing that might give us more than we can give ourselves -- the love and acceptance that comes, often serendipitously, by letting God lead the way.

Joseph had to deal with some trust issues. If any relationship is going to be worth it, it must be based on a kind of trust that will trust even when confronted with evidence that might push one to doubt. It is not an easy road. No relationship is. But there is no greater joy than turning yourself completely over to trust the one with whom you wish to journey through life. And that includes God.

But I’ve had to chuckle to myself these last couple of weeks as we’ve been talking about the inconvenience of the incarnation. How inconvenient this pregnancy and birth was for the men that were involved. No one has said anything perhaps because they knew Mary was in the line up for this series, but if we want to talk about the inconvenience of incarnation, then we had better talk about the woman who was at this end of the incarnation -- the woman who had to suffer the ignominious reputation of what looked like an illegitimate pregnancy, and suffer the nine months of carrying the child, let alone delivering it.

Now I’ll admit it. Generally speaking (very generally speaking), this is where men wig out. You won’t find too many of us who pine over the fact that we can’t carry the child to birth, or rue the fact that we can’t experience the “joys” of labor. No, if we want to talk about inconvenience, then we better talk about this woman, Mary.

Part of the problem is that she really wasn’t much of a woman at all. We would still call her a girl. She may have been of childbearing age, but she was hardly a woman, as we would understand that. We all understand the societal differences of then and now. We understand that cultural expectations are vastly different, that simple life expectancy motivated early procreation, and children were raised to be life smart and self-sufficient at an early age. But if this is a normal betrothal as we learned about last week, and our information from Scripture certainly lends itself to the conclusion that Mary’s betrothal to Joseph was very normal, then Mary may not have been much older than 12 years old.

Yes, times were different, but there may have been good reason the angel Gabriel, after salutations, began his message to Mary by encouraging her not to be afraid. What we have come to celebrate as the greatest news in history, in my mind had to be one of the scariest moments for Mary. “Do not be afraid, Mary. You are favored by God.”
Our faith history tells us that being favored by God is not one of the easiest paths to take. Mary probably knew this. At her age, she would have just celebrated bat-mitzvah, becoming a “daughter of the Covenant.” She may have been schooled in her people’s history, the people of the covenant, chosen by God. And what did it get them, being so favored? Slavery, homelessness, ridicule, envy.

Abraham, with whom God started this whole thing, was promised great things, but first he was asked to sacrifice his son, Isaac. Now we know in the end he didn’t have to, but Abraham had to struggle with the reality of the difficult path God asked him to walk by being chosen.

Jesus, whose birth we celebrate, is seen by the world as a great prophet, but specifically to the Christian he is the Son of God, the redemption of the world, the one through whom God specifically acts in human history. Yet his work wasn’t accomplished through the ascension to world power, ruling with a scepter from a throne. His godly status brought him to the margins of society where he evidenced God’s grace and love through humility and obedience, which brought the wrath of worldly power and was killed for it.

Paul and the apostles knew they had found the one who would make a difference in human history. But following the one that would bless them beyond history did not bring to them ease and riches and fame. It brought them a hard-knock life. Those who wish to preach to you that, if you are favored by God then you can expect a “good life” with social standing, wealth, and good health, have not read the Scriptures. Acceptability, prosperity, and comfort have never been the essence of God’s blessing.

So when the angel Gabriel greeted Mary with “you are favored by God,” there is good reason he added, “Do not be afraid.”
Now, I hope you understand that I am lop-siding this argument for effect. I wouldn’t be much of an evangelist if my message to you was “trust God and be miserable the rest of your life.” That isn’t the message of the gospel, just the opposite. When we turn our lives over to God we will never be more contented or satisfied. It’s just that too often we let the world define what it means to be blessed and favored, and it falls short of God’s holistic and eternal intent.

Mary stands at the beginning of the good news to help us understand that real blessing sometimes comes with real sacrifice. Not a sacrifice of circumstances, but a willing sacrifice. That’s what you need to hear in this story. God isn’t forcing anything on anybody. That’s sometimes our argument, isn’t it? Why doesn’t God just force us to do what is good for us? If God wants it a certain way, and God is all powerful, he could just make it happen.

It is not my intent to flesh that out today, maybe another time. Suffice it to say that God doesn’t want a cookie-cutter-creation. God wants relationship. Relationship requires a giving oneself over to. God has already done so toward us. Will we respond in kind? Mary says yes. “Hear am I . . . let it be with me according to your word.” Without that assent, without her willingness to sacrifice youth, marriage, reputation, even life, there would have been no Christmas.

Here is the scandalous thing about the gospel. God wishes to bless the world. But God couldn’t have done if Mary hadn’t said yes. God is unable to do it, if you and I don’t say yes.
Saying yes may mean we learn our lesson from Herod and accomplish what Herod could not -- we give up control. Saying yes may mean we learn to trust like Joseph, even when there is evidence not to. And saying yes may mean we accept God’s invitation to be involved with something bigger than we are, even if that means sacrificing and swimming against the opinion of the world. 

Inconvenient? Yes. Easy to do? By no means. But let me leave you with Gabriel’s last words to Mary: “…nothing will be impossible with God.”
I pray that will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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