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15th August 2010
An Upside Down God?
Reading:
Luke 1: 46-55
Mary's Song

 46And Mary said: 
   "My soul glorifies the Lord 
    47and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, 
 48for he has been mindful 
      of the humble state of his servant. 
   From now on all generations will call me blessed, 
    49for the Mighty One has done great things for me— 
      holy is his name. 
 50His mercy extends to those who fear him, 
      from generation to generation. 
 51He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 
      he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. 
 52He has brought down rulers from their thrones 
      but has lifted up the humble. 
 53He has filled the hungry with good things 
      but has sent the rich away empty. 
 54He has helped his servant Israel, 
      remembering to be merciful 
 55to Abraham and his descendants forever, 
      even as he said to our fathers."
Sermon
One of my nightmares, particularly as a man, is seeing a woman who has recently put on weight, congratulating her on being pregnant. And then being told she is not! She is very upset. She could well burst into tears. And I’m extremely embarrassed.
Thankfully, I’ve come close but I’ve never done it. However a couple of weeks ago at work,  I knew I had to tread cautiously when a girl from another floor came to see a colleague and me and she was certainly plumper than when I’d last seen her. Fortunately she soon told us she was expecting so there was no way I could put my foot in my mouth!
This morning I have to talk about a subject that’s a complete mystery to every man in the world – pregnancy! So before I start I ought to apologise to every woman here. 
A rather aggressive lady once asked a rather pompous man “Sir, what’s the difference between a man and a woman?” The man replied, “Madam, I can’t conceive”. And all men are happy that that is the case. But I’m glad to say one of the main reasons for being here is to celebrate Anna’s successful pregnancy and the birth of little Poppy. Incidentally it is also Anna’s parents’ 40th Wedding Anniversary today.
In the church calendar today is referred to as “The Celebration of the Blessed Virgin Mary.” Or BVM for short – sounds like the name of a car doesn’t it? I’m not sure why Mary is particularly celebrated at this time of the year. Maybe because, now in August, the bump caused by a Christmas baby would just be showing. Anyway today gives us a chance to have a deeper look at the 2 most famous and important pregnancies in history. Without these pregnancies 2,000 years ago Poppy, her parents and godparents wouldn’t be here. In fact none of us would be sitting in this church today.
It all started when a priest called Zechariah was burning incense in the Inner Court of the temple in Jerusalem, with all the other worshippers outside praying.  He got a bit of a shock when the angel Gabriel appeared beside him and what Gabriel told him was even more of a shock. Zechariah was going to have a son. And this son would grow up to be a great prophet. Now this was staggering news to Zechariah because he was getting on a bit. His wife, Elizabeth, was younger than him and she was about 60. And they’d never before had children. But just as Gabriel had said, Elizabeth became pregnant; and she was delighted. 
Now Elizabeth had a cousin, a young teenager called Mary. She knew nothing about Elizabeth’s pregnancy but she too had a visit from Gabriel. He told her about Elizabeth and that she, Mary, would also have a baby. This baby wouldn’t be a prophet but he would be someone even greater. He would be God’s son, the Messiah, promised for so long to the Jewish people. But one thing worried Mary. She was not yet married. She was only engaged to her fiancé, Joseph. She and Joseph certainly hadn’t slept together. So the seed for this son didn’t come from any man. It was planted in her by the Holy Spirit.
Spare a thought for Joseph in all this. He’s older than Mary. He’s found this beautiful innocent teenage girl. They’re about to get married. But then she announces she is pregnant; and he knows the baby is nothing to do with him. How dare Mary come up with this “fiction”, this nonsense, about an angelic visit and her pregnancy being caused by God alone. No wonder his immediate reaction is to break off the engagement.  
But what was Mary’s reaction after Gabriel’s visit? She probably thought “It must have been a dream. It seemed so clear, but can it really be true?” So she decided to check the story out. Elizabeth lived about 100 miles away but Mary set out to see her. Imagine Mary, exhausted, coming up Elizabeth’s front path, wondering what she’d find. She knocks on the door. It opens slowly and there in front of her is a woman old enough to be her grandmother. And she’s 6 months pregnant!
When they shared their stories how delighted they must have been. And it wasn’t just they who were joyful. Elizabeth’s baby, who became John the Baptist, leaped for joy in his mother’s womb as soon as he heard Mary’s voice. (Those who know the story of John the Baptist will remember that he considered his most important  job was to point to his extraordinary cousin, Jesus. As someone has said he even started doing that by his reaction in the womb.)
But we ought to pause for a moment. If you were God, what sort of parents would you want for the prophet who was going to herald the coming of your Son? Not a couple of ancient pensioners. And, if you were God, what sort of woman you would have chosen to bear your only son. A woman with the looks of a Claudia Schiffer? A woman with the wealth of a Victoria Beckham? A woman with the political influence of a Margaret Thatcher? No, God doesn’t think like that. 
Would you have chosen a teenage peasant girl? Would you have chosen a girl living in an occupied country, in constant danger from the enemy army? And would you have chosen an unmarried girl? Think of the whispering tongues. Think of the humiliation. As such, she could have been tried for adultery and stoned to death. 
No, God doesn’t think like us. In fact, in His wisdom He often thinks in a way that is 180 degrees opposite from us. We could call Him an “upside down God”. He makes decisions we would never dream of.
When Mary is with Elizabeth and she realizes what is going to happen to her she sings the song that is known as the Magnificat.  Magnificat? From the sound of the word  you’d think it’s something to do with a superior feline. But Magnificat is simply the first word of the song in Latin. In English it’s Mary saying how her soul wants to glorify God because of this wonderful news.
As we’ve seen before, Mary's position in life was bleak, socially, politically and financially. But she possessed three things that made her an ideal choice to be the mother of Jesus. First, she was a humble girl. She had no grand pretensions for herself. Secondly, she knew her Old Testament and had spent many hours studying it, learning it, hearing it and praying over it, just as all Jewish children were taught to do. Thirdly, because of her humility, because of her Old Testament knowledge, her faith was so acute that she recognised Gabriel as a messenger from God and immediately trusted what he said. 
In her song she says that, for all time, she will be known as ‘blessed’. And she was absolutely right. 2,000 years later we still call her ‘the Blessed Virgin Mary’.
On the face of it the choice of Mary was surprising. But our upside-down God hasn’t confined his surprises to the 1st Century. Let’s take a more modern example.   
You may have seen in the papers recently that there have been war trials for those who led the appalling massacres in Cambodia from the 1970s to the early 1990s. 21% of the population died. 6 leaders involved in the massacres were put on trial. 5 denied that they had done anything wrong. The 6th, who was known as the most vicious and zealous of all of them, a man known as Comrade Duch, however, admitted all his crimes. In 1995 he’d heard a missionary called Christopher LePel preach. Two weeks later Comrade Duch asked to be baptized. He told Mr. LePel that he’d done things that could never be forgiven. As commander of one of the largest camps he’d been responsible for the torture and death of approximately 17,000 people. Mr. LePel testified that Comrade Duch had changed from a man with “no joy, no peace, no purpose in life” to someone “whose heart wanted to share the Word of God with his friends and family”. He faces a 19 year prison sentence but God has given peace to this mass murderer. All of us here would think that no suffering, no torture of body or mind could be too much to punish such a man. But God thinks differently. When Comrade Duch asked for forgiveness God reached down and forgave even him. In God’s shoes would we have done the same? To us God often appears to be an Upside Down God.
But back to Mary’s Song.  Older church-goers like me will have sung it many times. The words may well have become too familiar. But when we look at them more closely we can see that they could, in fact, be extremely dangerous. If interpreted wrongly, they could stir up a revolution. In India, in the late 1940s, the push for independence from the British was very strong. The largest Christian community was being infiltrated by government agents. William Temple, the Archbishop of Canterbury, warned the leader of the community not to include the Magnificat in their services because he said, “It’s a most revolutionary song”. 
The proud – God has scattered them.   

Rulers – God has dragged them from their thrones.

BUT those who fear him – he’s given them mercy. 

The humble – he has lifted them up.

God turns the world on its head. No wonder these words could be so potent in the hands of a revolutionary.
But let’s look for a moment at another comparison that Mary makes: “God has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty”.  We are living in one of the richest villages, in one of the richest counties, in one of the richest countries in the World. So should we become concerned when Mary says, “God has sent the rich away empty”?
The Bible never says it’s wrong to have money. Abraham was a very wealthy man. Job was wealthy twice! Somebody once said it’s not wrong to make a million, as long as you give most of it away! It’s what we do with it that matters. But money and possessions can be dangerous. They can make us arrogant, complacent and self-satisfied.  The opposite here of rich is not “poor” but “hungry”.
The contrast we see is of a rich man sitting down to a meal in a restaurant and choosing some delicacy off the menu while ignoring the rest. Whereas the hungry man would grab anything and everything offered to him.
The self-satisfied man will say, “O, Vicar, could you pray for my daughter? I think she’s on drugs. But please don’t talk to me about ‘salvation’ or about being ‘born again”. That’s not my bag”. The rich man wants God on his own terms.
On the other hand the hungry man will want to follow God completely because he wants everything that God can give him.
We will sing during Communion “As the deer pants for the water, so my soul longs after you”. That’s what Mary was like. Hungry for God and, quite literally, filled with God himself.
Here’s one more surprise that God gives us from Mary’s life. Once a woman shouted out to Jesus:” Hey, your mother is a very lucky woman, having you as her son”.

But Jesus replied, “Even more lucky, even more blessed, are those who hear God’s Word, obey it, and act upon it”.
 Mary is called “blessed”, but if we follow Him and obey His word, Jesus says, we can count ourselves more blessed even than his mother.
As I mentioned at the beginning pregnancy and childbirth are things that men know nothing about. I only stood back and observed the birth of our first son but I was soon strongly advised to leave the room; blood was visibly draining from my face. It was all too much for me.
So congratulations to Anna and it’s great to have Poppy here. She has been baptized. That doesn’t make her a Christian. But with the help of her parents and godparents she can make that choice for herself later.
Mary made that choice to follow God as a young girl. Zechariah and Elizabeth were faithful followers for decades. So is Christopher LePel; he could never have dreamt of the dramatic effect of one sermon. Comrade Duch, one of the wickedest men the World has ever known, suddenly had his life turned around. Following an Upside Down God is a challenge. He doesn’t look at outward appearances. He looks on the heart. He knows things that we’ll never know. That’s what makes his thoughts, his decisions, his actions, different from ours. However, as Mary and millions of others down the centuries have found out, following him is the most exciting thing in the world. 
