18th December 2011

“Have I got news for you!”
Reading:
Luke 1:26-38

The Birth of Jesus Foretold

 26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee,

    27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary.

    28 The angel went to her and said, Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.

    29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.

    30 But the angel said to her, Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God.

    31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.

    32 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,

    33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; his kingdom will never end.

    34 How will this be, Mary asked the angel, since I am a virgin?

    35 The angel answered, The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.

    36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month.

    37 For nothing is impossible with God.

    38 I am the Lord's servant, Mary answered. May it be to me as you have said. Then the angel left her.

Sermon
This past week has of course been the last week of term, and along with schools all over the place Bures school staged their Christmas concert here in church.  I came on Tuesday evening and it was wonderful to see so many children all involved.  They take their roles very seriously and concentrate hard on their words, and there is something wonderfully spine-tingling about hearing such a momentous story told by the lips of children.
It reminded me of the story of the boy who was chosen in his own school nativity to be the angel who announces the birth of Jesus.  He had one line to say, which was “Behold I bring you good tidings of great joy!”  He practised it for weeks, his mother made him a fantastic costume, and on the day of the show his parents, grandparents and all the family were assembled, proudly ready to witness what they were sure would only be the first of many acting triumphs.  The moment came for the boy to deliver his line...and he froze.  Try as he might the words wouldn’t come into his head.  So finally he just took a deep breath and shouted out, “Have I got news for you!”

“Have I got news for you!” could well be the title of the reading we had this morning, although if the angel had started off with that greeting Mary may well have been a lot more frightened than she was.  He begins instead by reassuring her not to be afraid, the Lord is with her and she is highly favoured in his eyes.  But then it comes, the announcement of a birth, two births in fact, for Elizabeth is pregnant too, but the main part of the message concerns Mary herself, who is to be the mother of a child who will be the Son of God.  News indeed!  But what sort of news....?  News to inspire great joy... or not?
Over the last few months we have been doing the E100 bible readings, and in ten weeks we did a whistle-stop tour of the Old Testament.  When you cover a lot of ground so quickly you don’t pick up much detail, but you do spot patterns and as I read this story of the annunciation to Mary, the first thing that sprang to my mind were all the stories in the Old Testament that we read recently where women have waited a long time for a child, finally having a baby that is clearly a gift from God, an answer to prayer, and sometimes announced by a messenger from God, just as with Mary, or even by God himself, as is the case when the pattern begins with Sarah and Abraham, right back in the book of Genesis.  They, as you may recall are old and childless, and when God tells them they will have a son, the idea seems so ridiculous to Sarah that she laughs out loud – but her laughter becomes genuine joy as she does indeed give birth to Isaac.

And then there’s Rebekah, the mother of Jacob and Esau, and Rachel the mother of Joseph. There’s the mother of Samson, whose name we are not even told, who also has a visit by an angel of the Lord, and there’s Hannah, the mother of Samuel.  And then here in the New Testament there’s Mary’s relative Elizabeth too.  For all these women a pregnancy is the most wonderful news, a stunning surprise that puts an end to all the years of waiting and disappointment and increasing hopelessness.
And so this story of the announcement to Mary resonates with all of these older stories and carries the message perhaps that this is the same God at work here – and yet this story couldn’t be more different.  Mary completely breaks the mould.  She isn’t old, she’s very young, scarcely more than a child herself.  She is only just betrothed, which in those days was more binding than we would understand by the word engagement, but she is still at home with her parents, not yet married, and not even thinking of having children, let alone longing for them.  Her life and her future are full of hope and expectation.  This news then is a stunning surprise too, but not in the same way at all.  It’s a sledgehammer of a blow, shattering all her plans and bound to bring nothing but trouble, for how can she possibly do this without disappointing everyone around her, Joseph, her parents, her family, her community.  This news should have been the last thing she wanted to hear – nothing at all to do with the granting of a wish, and everything to do with weighty responsibility.
And yet Mary says “So be it.”  She says “Yes”.

Do you ever wonder if she could have said “No”?  Again there are plenty of examples in the Old Testament of people who tried, and we have read about them in the last few months too.  When God sends Moses to be his messenger to the Pharoah of Egypt, Moses begs him to send someone else because he says he cannot speak well enough.  When God sends Jonah to be his messenger to the people of Nineveh, Jonah promptly hops on a ship going in the other direction, and it took a storm and a whale for him to change his mind.  When God chooses Gideon to fight against the enemies of Israel, Gideon says ‘you can’t mean me, I’m the weakest person in the weakest family in the weakest tribe in all Israel’...and so on. Lots of excuses for not doing what God wants, lots of ways of saying “No”.
Again Mary breaks the mould.  She doesn’t run.  She doesn’t laugh as if it were a ridiculous idea.  She doesn’t say she’s too weak, or beg him to pick someone else.  She asks a little question about how this will happen, and then makes the perfect response: “I am the Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said.”  It’s a complete, unconditional, unqualified “Yes”.

The world now is full of people saying “No” to God.  Not just “No” to what he might want them to do, but “No”, full stop.  Not interested.  He doesn’t exist.  Now if we were to ask them why they are so sure that God isn’t for them, they might argue that they have no evidence of his existence or presence, that he hasn’t come and visited them in the middle of the night, and that if he did, if he were a bit more obvious, then they might be willing to pay him more attention.  But perhaps he has, and found the door shut in his face.  Perhaps he knows he’s not welcome.  Perhaps he can only really make his presence felt where there is already some sort of openness and willingness.   The challenge for us as the church then is not to make people believe in God, which we can’t possibly do, that is God’s work, but to encourage the idea that it is worth opening the door, for us to be more obvious on God’s behalf if you like, to show by our lives and attitude to those around us that the gospel is good news for us too.
And perhaps those of us who have said a sort of yes to God, who have invited him into our lives, are still rather half-hearted and hesitant about it.  “Yes, I believe, but please don’t ask anything of me.”  Perhaps we don’t feel we have anything to give, anything we can possibly offer.  Mary was highly favoured after all, wasn’t she.  She was special.  I’m not.
But she wasn’t chosen because she was special.  She was special because of the choice she made...In other words God didn’t choose her because she deserved it, but she was worthy of it because she chose God.
She wasn’t multi-talented and super-religious.  She didn’t come from a priestly family, and she didn’t live in Jerusalem. She was an ordinary girl in a less than ordinary village, but she had a heart that was willing to say ‘yes’ to God.  His choice of her depended on her making her choice for him.  And God has chosen every single person here today.  We are highly favoured, all of us, we are special in his eyes – not because we deserve it, but because he loves all his people – that’s why Jesus came after all, that’s why Mary got this visit in the first place – and he longs for us to know that love, and know it so surely that we are fully willing to put our lives at his service.
Mary’s gracious response to God is a wonderful and lovely thing.  I don’t know if she could have said “No”, but I think God knew that she wouldn’t want to.  Her willingness must have come because she knew this was good news – in spite of the upheaval and disruption this would cause to her, this was the best possible news for her and for the world.  She herself may not have been longing for a child, but in a hopeless and barren world she represents a people longing for a Messiah, and a world longing for salvation.  With the news the angel brings comes promise and expectation and delivery, of everything that world needs, and everything we need too.
Good tidings of great joy indeed.
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