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Fourth Sunday in Advent: Luke 1:26-38
Sermon

The Rev. Dr. Sarah Travis
When I was a child, I had a secret wish.

Every year, as the annual Sunday school nativity pageant approached,

I hoped and prayed that I would be chosen to play Mary. 

I really wanted to be Mary.

I coveted the role - I wanted a turn to wear the lacy shawl as a head covering, 

and the blue gown that was worn every year by the girl

who was lucky enough to be Mary. 

I wanted to walk down the aisle of the church with Joseph

and sit by the manger with my face serenely beaming

while the baby shepherds screamed a lullaby.

When I was eight years old, I got my wish, 

and in the photos I can be seen standing casually holding the baby Jesus doll

hanging by one leg,

while a bored, preteen Joseph stands beside me

looking disgusted at the very thought of having a wife.

The real Mary was not much older than I was then.

She was probably about twelve or thirteen years old.

She was probably poor, 

probably had little choice about any aspect of her life. 

She was engaged be married,

but probably still lived in her parents’ house.

She had probably no personal knowledge of sexual intimacy.

Perhaps even the angel Gabriel widened his eyes in surprise

when he realized that this lowly and unassuming girl

was the one he was sent to address. 

Perhaps Gabriel’s wingtips trembled when he realized 

that the whole future of humankind rested upon such a  girl,

and whether or not she said yes or no to God’s call.

For it is this girl that God wanted;

this girl that God had chosen to be a catalyst for an historic revolution.

The angel said to Mary: 

“You must not be afraid.

You are favoured by God

You will become pregnant.

You will bear a son whom you will name Jesus.

He will be a great king who will reign forever.”

Mary is obviously a practical person,

and has some understanding of human biology

because her next question is purely technical.

How can I have a baby if I am a virgin?

Good question.

And Gabriel has a good answer, 

although it is an answer that requires a great deal of faith to believe.

He says: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you

And the power of God will cause you to conceive

And therefore the child you bear will not be an ordinary child

He will be holy, he will be the son of God.”

And it is at this point in the story that I am struck by admiration for Mary.

Mary does not fall over sideways at the angel’s pronouncement.

She does not become flustered or tongue-tied.

Instead she says:

Okay, I see.

I am God’s servant - He can do with me as he chooses.

I don’t want to be Mary anymore.

Not now that I grasp the enormity of the burden that she carried.

The weight of the world rested on her shoulders,

or perhaps, more accurately, in her abdomen.

This girl is given an extraordinary task

and put into an untenable position

with the knowledge that she is being asked to bear light to the world.

She didn’t know then what we know now and

that one day a sword would pierce her own soul

as she watched her son

crucified and mocked and tortured.

Even if Mary did not understand all of these things during Gabriel’s visit,

she knew that she was being asked to do something

beyond the realm of imagination.

And she says yes.

Mary is radically obedient - 

she does what God asks without counting the cost.

And it cost her a great deal.

She had to deal with the accusations of her family and neighbours.

The confusion of her fiancée.

In Jesus childhood, she would be faced with the task

of raising a child who did not quite fit in with his peers.

And then as a young adult he enraged all the authorities.

he was faithful to his God and Father even unto death.

And she, the mother who bore him and loved him

could do nothing but watch him suffer for the sake of the world. 

Mary is the first link to the Word made flesh.

It is her role in the story

that causes us to pause and think about what it means

for Jesus Christ to be born into our world;

for Jesus Christ to become incarnate.

Until I became a mother, 

I never thought about this part of the story.

I never thought that Mary probably had morning sickness

and probably, one day, when she was resting, she felt a little fluttery kick.

Mary wondered what her child would look like

and she dreamed dreams for him.

And she needed her back rubbed.

Her ankles swelled

And she felt hungry all the time.

This part of the Christian story is important.

God was very intentional about making sure that the savior of the world

started life as two little cells that became three and four and five cells

and who was attached to his mother by an umbilical cord

and squirmed and swam and hiccupped.

And as that fetus grew and grew

and became more noticeable,

attention gradually shifted away from his mother

to the baby waiting to be born.

Mary was a God-bearer.

She literally carried God around inside of her.

Her role in history was to nurture God within her own body,

to take nutrients from her own blood and feed the tiny Jesus within.

She carried him and eventually gave birth to him.

She was special because she brought the human-divine Jesus into the world,

where he could see and be seen,

where he changed everything.

God’s divine choice

was to send a son into the world in human form.

And that matters.

It matters to us that Jesus became incarnate.

It matters that Jesus had flesh and bones. 

It matters that Jesus had to push his way into the world

just like you and I.

Just like you and I.

It matters because it means

that our human bodies can be vessels

for the best that God has to offer. 

We can be filled to the brim with spirit,

overflowing with creativity and power and love,

because God once poured perfect love, perfect grace

into a mold shaped a lot like you and me.

God invites all of us to become God-bearers;

to be persons who, by the power of the Holy Spirit,

smuggle Jesus into the world through our own lives

and who find ourselves forever changed

by the experience. 

God’s invitation to us begins as God’s invitation to Mary.

With an affirmation.

God sent word to Mary that she was favoured;

that she was acceptable and beautiful and good enough

to bear Jesus Christ.

And so God’s word to us is that we are acceptable

and beautiful and good enough to bear Jesus Christ.

Not for a second am I suggesting that we bear Jesus

in exactly the way Mary bore Jesus.

He was born once.  

He died once.

And he rose once.

But in the mystery of divine physics

Jesus remains present within us.

And our task,

our goal

and our desire,

is to make him known in the world.

And at least in part,

that is what the season of Advent is about for us.

It is about bringing Jesus into the world.

Preparing, and waiting in joyful expectancy,

allowing the Holy Spirit to change us,

to allow the Christ within us to grow,

and emerge

and be seen.

And as it is with an expectant mother,

the focus is drawn away from us,

and toward Christ.

And when people see us,

when they see what we do,

they see Jesus.

And Jesus asks us: 

Can I come and dwell in you?

And will you make me known to the world?

I wonder if Gabriel knocked on other doors

before he found a woman who said yes?

Would you say yes?

Would I say yes?

Jesus will wait for our answer.

May God bless us as we hold Christ in our hearts,

and make him known to the world.

Amen. 
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