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        Advent 4B Christmas Proper 1

Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my strength, and my redeemer.

The stage is set. The performers are in their positions to deliver their lines. The lights are lowered. No rehearsals are necessary. The author of the play looks on off stage. The curtain is raised and the drama begins.

Gabriel the Angel says to Mary, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”
Mary is greatly troubled at his words and wonders what kind of greeting this might be.  But Gabriel says to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God.  You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.”
“How will this be,” Mary asks Gabriel, “since I am a virgin?”
The angel answers, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called[a] the Son of God.” And Mary says to Gabriel “Here am I, the servant of the Lord.”
The scene is over, but the world is new. 
This story is a drama that we know all too well. It is a dialogue that is both suspenseful and hopeful. An angel named Gabriel and a girl named Mary have a conversation and subsequently everything changes. The world as we knew it and ideas about ourselves and our neighbors and even our enemies is about to change because an Angel and a young girl talk about the impossible becoming possible.

Frederick Buechner describes this moment as portrayed in works of art. “She is sitting on a Gothic throne with her hands crossed at her breast and the book she has been reading open on her lap. The dove of the Holy Ghost hovers in the archway above her, and Gabriel kneels close by with a lily in his hand, the emblem of purity, chastity, kingship. Again, Mary’s head is bowed, and she looks at him through her lashes. There is possibly the faintest trace of a skeptic’s smile on her lips. ‘How shall this be, seeing that I know not a man?’ she asks, and the angel’s painted gaze turns her question back upon herself. The angel, the whole creation, even God himself, all hold their breath as they wait upon the answer of the girl.”

Consider the moment. Time stops as Gabriel and God wait for her response. Mary is being asked to say “yes” to an absolutely astounding and seemingly impossible proposition. A young girl is being told that she will bear the Son of God and all this would take place without being with a man. For a nano-second, it is not inconceivable that she thinks: “Are you kidding me!” Mary goes through something akin to PTSD and time freezes.
There is a second person involved in the play, the angel Gabriel. Frederick Buechner, in his book Peculiar Treasures, considers Gabriel this way.
“She struck the Angel Gabriel as hardly old enough to have a child, let alone this child, but he’d been entrusted with a message to give her, and he gave it.

He told her what the child was to be named, and who he was to be, and something about the mystery that was to come upon her. ‘You mustn’t be afraid, Mary,’ he said.

As he said it, he only hoped she wouldn’t notice that beneath the great, golden wings he himself was trembling with fear to think that the whole future of creation hung now on the answer of a girl.”

“Wonder if she says “No”? How will I tell God that I failed?”

What we have not talked about is a word that is bantered about often in the church and the word is “faith”. In a moment that may have felt like hours, Gabriel and Mary look at each other in fear and wonderment. And then FAITH enters, and Mary says, “Here I am; let it be according to your word.” And Gabriel sighs and Mary smiles.
The leap of faith. Movement from hesitation and doubt to the reassuring arms of God. It is this movement in faith…this is what Advent represents. The impossible is made possible. It is in that moment when we cross from uncertainty to active participation in the Kingdom of God.

The Reverend Karoline Lewis suggests to us that the season of Advent is the starting point for a way of faith life. “Mary’s response is honest and truthful. It marks time. It acknowledges that the activity of God in our lives cannot acquiesce to easy assent or understanding, that God coming to us will set in motion a course of life, a series of events, a believing trajectory over which we will have little control.”

“In this sense, in Mary’s sense, Advent establishes a way of life. A way of faith life. That is, so much of how we experience life can be identified with or connected to this pattern -- a sense of favor and regard, feeling perplexed, voicing our concern, confusion, wonder, amazement, and then a response voiced liked the prophets of old, “I’m here, God.”

In our discussion group recently read and talked about Henri Nouwen’s book, Discernment. In it, Nouwen charges us with a “call” not unlike the message given to Mary. “To know God’s will, I have to listen to God’s voice, become obedient when God calls, and follow where God leads. Even when I do not like it, even when it is not a place of comfort or satisfaction and God demands that I go where I might not have chosen to go.”
In our teens and twenties, we have hopes and dreams of how we want our lives to be. And this continues throughout out our lifetime. A constant discerning of what God wants us to do. It is an exercise and a journey that we are reminded of by the dialogue, said and unsaid, between Mary and Gabriel. Mary’s journey sent her off “where she might not have chosen to go.” And the same applies to each one of us.
Again, the Reverend Karoline Lewis suggests that in Mary’s commitment “Here am I”, she is “like the prophets of old, committing herself to the God who chooses the unexpected. At the same time, she entrusts herself to a new self, to a willingness to imagine a future beyond her present, to embrace an identity of which she has little knowledge or understanding but to which she is willing to commit.”

All of us are the embodiment of Mary. Throughout our own personal journeys, we are asked at times to trust God in bringing us into a new self and to embrace it with little knowledge or understanding of the totality of it all. But if we are to move from the darkness into the light then we have no alternative but in that ineffable moment in fear and expectation, to stand and say the words: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord.; let it be with me according to your word.”

Amen
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