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ADVENT
A Birth Foretold

Luke 1: 

Today we come to another in our series of Advent Talks.  In amongst all the hustle and bustle we take time out to remember why we celebrate Christmas and to prepare ourselves afresh spiritually for Jesus’ coming.  We are not only thinking and preparing ourselves for this Christmas in 2008 but Advent is a time when we prepare ourselves once more for Jesus’ coming again into the world, which we are longing for!  The time of Advent gives us images of judgement and hope and these are not easy to wrestle with in the contemporary world.  Some of the preparation we make is theologically hard and unattractive and so we are tempted to hurry forward to the baby and the manger.

If we miss out the waiting and preparation we are to miss out on God’s purposes for us as a church and as individuals.  Not everything is instant and in an “instant” world it is important to remind ourselves that the best things in life are worth waiting for.

Anyone who goes through the Christmas season without being changed in someway by the message has probably not been listening, or is not bothered by the spiritual importance and reflection about God coming into the world as a human being.  The incarnation – if you want the “proper” term!
The radical challenge of entering into God’s saving grace for each and every one of us, must, I suggest, leave us changed.  
We have heard in recent weeks about Elizabeth and Zechariah and their son who grew up to become John the Baptist and his call for us to prepare the way.  Today I invite you to think about Mary and her part in bringing about the most important change to the world. We hear the announcement about a very special child who will change the course of history.
We hear from the Bible several stories of annunciation.  In the OT stories of Isaac, Samson, Samuel and in the New T. John the Baptist.  Calling them stories does not imply that they are fiction, but they all have a similar form to them.  They make the reader aware of the special purpose and plan of God’s salvation in the world and the individual response to his call.

The story proclaiming the birth of Jesus is not exactly the same, there are differences.  Usually the  annunciation or announcement stories include a miracle, something out of the ordinary, but not impossible.  Isaac born of elderly parents.  Hannah waiting many years before the birth of Samuel.

In Mary’s case the annunciation is to a young woman, a teenager, not yet married.  We know that she was betrothed to a man called Joseph. (A bit of background here:  Betrothal was more than being “engaged” to be married.  It was a legal state. ) Mary was Joseph’s wife even though they had not had physical relations.  So one can imagine the trauma this young girl faced at probably the age of 15 -16 years old, to be told she is to have a child and Joseph is not the father!

Let’s think about this.  Mary would have grown up in a traditional Jewish home probably in the village where she met Joseph, who it is considered was much older then her.  He was established in his trade as a carpenter which was probably a family business passed down from generation to generation.   So they were well known in the villages.  Joseph and Mary’s betrothal would be known about in the community and of course so would any scandal!
At the heart of Mary’s experience is an intimate encounter with God at a deep level.  She is blessed and challenged to consider consenting to new birth in her own life and that of her people.

Remember every Jewish family would be expecting, and indeed still expect that the Messiah will come one day.  But was she given a choice?  What would have happened if Mary had said “No”?  Can we ever say “No” to God?
The Holy Spirit breaks unexpectedly into Mary’s life and into Israel’s history, into a world longing for redemption.

Artists over the centuries have tried to capture the moment on canvass with Mary usually presented as a young beautiful European woman often seated, reading or praying in a courtyard or garden.  Many images emphasise serenity, but others suggest more complex emotions of fear, awe and the awareness of suffering to come.  We all have our own picture or image in our mind’s eye.  As for the Angel well I can’t comment as to whether Gabriel looked like Jean Claude,  Debbie!  All we know is that he had a big presence and was unmistakable in appearance otherwise how would we know that it was Gabriel?

I digress!

Luke’s description of the Annunciation as it is known as captures the whole of Mary – the encounter with God would involve body, soul, mind and emotions.  She was a human being – if you’d been confronted by an Angel you’d react wouldn’t you?  Would you tell others? Or would you keep it to yourself, fearing you’d be accused of being a crank?
Mary’s body was to be engaged by God.  The angel’s description of what will happen to her is remarkably physical.  She would conceive in her womb and bear a son v.31.

The image of the Holy Spirit coming upon Mary and overshadowing her (v.35) suggests physical intimacy and tenderness.  An image of protection and empowerment, but also radical bodily change.  This meeting with God will result in bodily pain, hard work, joy and spiritual challenge which will continue throughout her life.

Mary, we are told, was greatly troubled by the angel’s message.  She had feelings of turmoil, fear, bewilderment and awe.  Yet perhaps as with all of us when we know God has spoken to us, there is also a feeling of comfort and reassurance.

Mary has been singled out by God.

“Greetings you who are highly favoured!  The Lord is with you”.

or

“Don’t be afraid Mary, you have found favour with God”

Mary must have thought long and hard about this amazing encounter.  Can you imagine the thought processes?

‘I’m not yet married, I’m not ready to have a family; what will Joseph think?  Will I get through this?  What will people think?

No one takes on the responsibility of having children lightly.  The decision was hers to make.  She had the freedom to choose as we all do.  But one gets the impression that God would not have chosen someone He didn’t already know and have confidence in.  Mary was someone used to speaking with God.  They already had a close relationship.  She knew God’s voice.

“I am the Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said”.

Mary obedient to the Lord’s call on her life.  This is where our other advent discourses come together in this one.  Mary was not alone, she had her cousin Elizabeth the mother of John the Baptist, to talk to and confide in.  Human companionship with whom she could share what was on her heart.  How we each need a soul friend in whom we can confide.

So what does this all mean for us?

Mary’s spiritual experience gives us some guidelines.  Mary was chosen supremely and specially to bear the Son of God.

But we are all chosen:

Romans 8:28 As we know that in all things God work for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.  For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.
Ephesians 1:11

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will,….

Colossians 3:12

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility gentleness and patience.

We are all called according to God’s purpose.  We are all chosen to know and love him.

Interestingly in the four verses of Luke 1 verses 29;34;37 and 38 we have the stages of a spiritual experience.
1.  The revelation from God and the visit of the angel that came to Mary is something that disturbed her to the point of fear.

When God breaks into our ordered world the experience is often overwhelming.  We tremble and shrink before the possibility of new life.  We are not sure.

2.  How can this be?  After the initial incredulity, there is uncertainty which leaves us timid and unprepared for discovering the way forward.  Which path to take, which way to go?  Surely God can’t choose me!
3.  The voice that we hear in our own inadequacy, that brings heavenly grace “with God nothing is impossible”.  We are assured that God will fulfil his purposes.  We know that God will provide for us.
4.  The crowning fact of obedience.   Mary humbly puts herself into the hands of God.  “Let it be to me according to your word”.   The assurance of truth and trust as we step out in faith.  Ready to obey and walk through the door of new commitment.

Surely God can’t use me!  How often have we made that response?  Especially when obeying means sacrificial involvement of some kind.

Mary’s initial response, “How can this be?” was later turned into compliance with God’s wishes.  How can we understand this?  The answer is she measured what was being asked of her, not against her own resources, but against God’s.

So she was able to say “yes” to God even though she was still confused and worried about the future.  She knew that God had the resources to enable her to fulfil his request.  She already had experience in her life and had seen it in others that God is big enough to provide for us.

God never asks us to do anything he hasn’t already done through Jesus and he has inestimable resources to place at our disposal.

The story of Mary calls for a similar response from us today.  We love the Christmas Story and the birth of Jesus.  We love the cards and the nativity plays.  We love the food and celebrations.  But God calls each of us.  He wants us to be changed, our lives turned around.  He wants to be part of our life.  He wants to use us in the extension of his kingdom.

This Christmas we may ask the question, “Who me?”
God’s response speaks loud and clear and resounds through history:

“Yes you!”

I have called you by name, you are mine!

