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Soli Deo Gloria


What we don’t know unless we have read scripture a great deal is that today’s gospel – the Annunciation – is set in the middle of another story about a miraculous pregnancy, that of Elizabeth, Mary’s aunt.  So it is that Gabriel comes in ‘the sixth month’ – 6th month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy.


Elizabeth was an older woman, childless and presumed barren yet she, too, was visited by an angel to announce to her and her husband that she would bear a son – the boy who grows up to be John the Baptizer.


This theme of the supposedly barren women conceiving and bearing a child is not a new one in the Bible.  We heard it with Abraham’s wife, Sarah, who finally conceives when she’s in her 90’s.   Her child, Isaac, is one of the patriarchs of Israel – Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the founders of the 12 tribes of Israel.


It’s almost as if God chooses these barren women to bear the sons that will create a people, rather like God’s original creation of the world – creation out of nothing.  God chooses to demonstrate his most obvious characteristic – his fecund creativity – by bringing new human lives out of what people think is barren.


Mary is certainly not barren.  She is probably 12 or 14, newly menstruating, and – in those days – prime material for baby making.  We need to remember that women died young in those times, usually in their mid-20’s after 10 or 12 pregnancies.  Most infants didn’t make it to their first birthday so women had to bear a lot of children just to keep the population stable.  


Needless to say, they started being pregnant at what we rightfully consider a scandalously young age.  Mary’s parents had already sold her off to Joseph, who was older and likely had lost at least one wife to child-bearing.  Families were in a hurry to marry off their daughters because, let’s face it, they were just another mouth to feed.


This wouldn’t have bothered Mary – it was just the way things were.  On the other hand, now that she was espoused to Joseph any dalliance on her part, let alone a pregnancy, would be scandalous indeed.  Legally, it would have been adultery and she could have been stoned to death.


So this angel standing before her telling her that God had chosen her to bear his own son was not good news.  In the Bible, angels don’t have wings – they probably just look like anyone else and so what Mary saw there in the house with her was simply a strange man.  No wonder she was ‘much perplexed.’  She was probably terrified as she ‘pondered’ what kind of greeting she had just received.  The Greek in this passage is obscure and the word we hear as ‘ponder’ has connotations of ‘analyze and debate and study.’  In other words, Mary is thinking fast and hard.


But the key word here, I think, is ‘favored one.’  Another Greek scholar translates it as ‘gifted one.’  I like them both, for they speak to what each of these women that God has chosen receive – the favor, the gift of God’s attention.


And each of these women, Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mary were women who were effectively ‘outsiders.’  They may have had husbands, as Sarah and Elizabeth did, but they did not have children, especially they didn’t have sons.  This was the crowning disgrace in those times, for a woman’s primary purpose back then was to produce a son and heir as well as other sons to work to support the clan.  To be barren was to be an object of scorn and ridicule.  To be barren was thought to be proof that you were not loved by God and thus were a great sinner.


For Mary it was different, but still significant.  She was a young woman in a time when women were effectively personal property, when women had no legal rights or protections, when women were basically baby makers and cooks.  Mary knew her future – barefoot and pregnant until she died young, endlessly pregnant while working like a slave to support her husband and his sons.  

She was almost certainly illiterate and uneducated. She was the lowest of the low in her world.

Yet it is to these women, objects of scorn, powerless and uneducated, that God gives the gift, the favor of his love and attention.  Think what that must have meant to them!

I suspect that nearly all of us has had times in our lives when we believed ourselves to be outsiders, rejected socially, inferior and unlovable.  What teenager doesn’t have those feelings?  And if I had to guess, there are still those among us, certainly people in our lives outside of this room, who feel this way still.  

I think immediately of those widows and widowers who live alone, the sick and the homebound, the divorced, the single mothers and those in prison.  The Sarahs, Elizabeths and Marys of the world are still among us and in huge numbers.  Yet it is to people like this that God turns to for bestowing his favor, his gift of notice, attention, love and his gift of asking them to help in the creation of God’s Kingdom.

Think what this would have meant to Mary.  Poor, illiterate, bottom of the world’s social rungs and God has come to ask her to help him!  She would be the bearer of a holy son, Yeshua, which means ‘God saves.’  She, Mary is not only worthy of God’s notice and favor, God’s gift, she has been chosen to bear God’s child.

She, Mary, will bear the child who is destined for the throne of King David, the child who will bear that throne forever – the child who is the Messiah!  Think what that would have meant to poor Mary…

It isn’t just the honor of the thing.  It is the simple fact that God knows her, that God remembers her, that God believes her to be worthy no matter what society thought.  It is the simple fact that she is no longer a worthless girl, no longer an outsider, no longer an object of scorn – she is chosen by God.  It is the simple fact that God loves her in spite of who she is, indeed, because of who she is.

God has a history throughout the Bible of choosing someone who is apparently the least qualified to do his works in the world.  God chooses the second son instead of the first.  In David, God rejects all of the 7 oldest sons and instead chooses David, the youngest son. God chooses Joseph, the worthless dreamer and youngest of 12 sons to go to Egypt and then to save his family from famine. God chooses old barren women to bear patriarchs and kings.  And God chooses Mary – poor peasant girl – to bear his own son.

While Mary is likely stunned, and is certainly confused as to how she will bear a son while she is still a virgin, the power of this moment, this moment of the certainty of God’s love obviously moves her deeply.  In spite of the scandal that she knows will come, in spite of the fears of rebukes and insults as she grows heavy there in that small village, in spite of what her parents will say, in spite of everything she simply says, ‘yes.’  She says ‘let it be with me according to your word.’  

Thus does she become the first disciple, follower, of her son.  Thus does she fulfill the destiny of doing God’s will.  

She immediately gets up and runs to the village where her miraculously pregnant aunt Elizabeth lives to share the news.  There the two former outsiders, now known to be beloved of God himself, rejoice in being God’s favored, God’s gifted, God’s beloved.

The power of all this to me is simple:  God always seeks out the ‘outsiders,’ the social outcasts, the weak and powerless to further his work in the world.  And since most of us do or have fit those categories at some point in our lives, that means he is seeking us out to further his work in the world.  God seeks those of us who think that we are unlovable, who think we have no value, to be his disciples, his followers.  Each of us have work to do, work that will further God’s plans.  Each of us is beloved of God, no matter what we might think.  Each of us favored, gifted by God.  Each of has God’s attention right here, right now.

Gabriel likely won’t come to your room to tell you what God has in mind for you.  But in your prayers, seek God’s will for you, God’s plans for you.  Listen carefully, remember that God loves you unconditionally, and then say, ‘Here I am, the servant of the Lord.  Let it be with me according to your word.’


AMEN
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