Sermon Preached December 21 2008 – Advent 4 B

The Rev. Bob Hennagin

Page 5

I wonder some times about Mary as a child.  Was there anything really special or unusual about her?  Though there are some traditions that say otherwise, it’s most likely that she grew up in a normal, every day sort of home.  Probably fairly poor.  Almost certainly uneducated.  Probably in her early teens.
I look at the teenaged girls in this congregation and my own daughter specifically.  Was Mary anything like them?  Was she excited about her faith one minute and questioning the next?  Did she throw her clothes on the floor or kick them under her bed?  Did she have brothers or sisters?  If she did, did she torment them one minute and cradle them the next?  Did she talk back?  Was she boy crazy?

Maybe the world was so much different then that teenaged girls had to be more mature.  I don’t know.  But in my mind, I picture Mary as a typical teenager, acne, hormones, self doubt and all.

So with that image, let’s look at how Mary’s life was about to change for ever.  A marriage has been arranged for her with a man named Joseph.  Most likely several years older.  A carpenter – a man with modest resources.  Whether they had ever met or not is unknown.  But either way, her life had been planned out for her.  She giggles with her girl friends about what it will be like to be a wife, a mother.  Frightened by some of it, confused by other parts.  She looks forward to a fairly predictable life.

Then, out of the blue she has a vision.  She sees an angel.  Imagine that scene.  Imagine the fear that must be enveloping this little girl.  The biblical image of angels is far different than the chubby gender neutral winged cherubim of television.  We’re talking sword tongued, flame encased, trumpet blowing, sky lighting scary creatures.  And here’s one standing in front of her in her own house.  “Do not be afraid, Mary.”  Yeah, right.  I’d be terrified.  I can hear the screams that would come from the kids side of the house if that happened here and now.  “The Lord is with you.”
We don’t know her level of faith. We don’t know if she went to synagogue.  But regardless, here’s this teenager being told that she has been selected by God to do something special.  And what a special task it is to be.  We think that our society can be pretty tough on unmarried, pregnant teenagers, and it can.  She might not have known much about her faith, but I’d bet she knew all to well what happened to women who had sex with someone other than their husband.  We’re kind of unclear about what society would have said if the father was Joseph, but we do know what could happen if it was someone else, as Joseph was bound to know.
She could be stoned to death.  We often envision the stories of stonings, the woman caught in adultery being rather significant in this case.  We think of a bunch of people throwing rocks at you form which you could duck and bob until a lucky shot caught you on the temple.  No, it is more likely that a stoning involved rocks of a hundred pounds or more being dropped on your prone body until you simply collapsed.  I’m sure Mary had seen this done to someone.  It was a terrible death.

Or, Joseph could “put her away” as they said.  This took a bit longer than the stoning, but ultimately had the same outcome.  A woman discharged form her marriage or engagement was an outcast.  Hester with a scarlet A.  Left to scrounge for food and shelter.  Cast into the outer darkness.

And here’s an angel telling her that she should not fear being made pregnant in an illogical and impossible way.  She can only imagine the shame and anger of her parents, the beatings she would probably get.  And Joseph, his disappointment, anger and sense of betrayal.  What would he do?

And, instead of screaming, “No, get away from me”, she says “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”

There was something remarkable about that little girl.  Something about her that allowed her to risk all that she knew and held dear, including her life, to accept the burden announced by the angel.  Faith?  Certainly faith that God would not call her to do something for no reason.  She’s heard the stories of Abraham and Jacob and other people called to do bizarre things and protected by God.  But there was something else in Mary that allowed that faith to shine.

Most of us, and most of our children probably have the same faith as Mary.  At least, we probably have had as much training in the faith as she did.  Our kids know the stories.  Most of the time they’ll admit to a belief in a God that interferes with human life.  But I’m afraid that most people over the age of about 10 have developed a cynicism that would make Mary’s response  unlikely.  The religious message has all too many times been corrupted for personal gain.  Reason and logic have been elevated to the status of god.  Visions and the like are symptoms of some delusion or pathology.  Face it, if your daughter were to tell you that she was pregnant and had never had sex your first reaction wouldn’t be, “it’s a miracle!”  

Our collect for today is one of my favorite prayers.  I use it to prepare for worship nearly every service.  “Purify our conscience O Lord, by your daily visitation, that your Son at His coming, may find in us a mansion prepared for himself.”  

Purity of conscience.  That must be what Mary had.  A personality free of cynicism.  An openness that we might call childlike.  We talk about coming to God as a child.  Well, Mary was a child, by today’s standards.  She had the type of openness like a small child that hangs on your every word.  We tell our children fantasy stories knowing that they will believe them to be true.  They haven’t had time to learn that all that is spoken is not reality.  Mary still had that purity of conscience.  And it led her to make a place for the Christ child in her very body and in her very life.
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord.”  Thank you, Mary.  Thank you for having the purity, the faith, the openness to accept the absurdity of the angel’s message.  Thank you for being willing to risk for the simple reason that God wanted you to do it.  Thank you Mary for reminding us that even a scared teenager can speak the truth of God’s grace and glory.

I wonder how many times God has tried to speak to me through an angel?  How many times have I sloughed off my own Annunciation as being a figment of my imagination.  How often have I ignored a voice from God when the message was absurd, or even just too risky?

There is something of Mary that God expects to find in each of us – that receptivity to His call.  How often do we disappoint him by saying no, or even by telling his messenger to get lost?

It’s scary to stand alone and vulnerable and to call out to God, “OK, here I am, take me.”  We never really know where it will take us.  Certainly Mary couldn’t have known at that point that her acceptance of God’s will would lead her down the road to Calvary.  That she would hold the precious body of her son in her arms.  I wonder if she would have still said yes?  I think probably so.  Although a normal teenager, there was a certain purity of conscience that allowed her to look at God with awe and wonder and no hint of cynicism and doubt.
May God give each of us the purity of conscience to accept the call of God in our lives whenever and wherever he calls.  May the words of Mary be our words as well.  “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”

