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In the lead up to tonight’s celebration, over the past four weeks of Advent, we have been preparing to 
welcome the birth of Christ by learning from some of the women in Jesus’ family tree as named in 
Matthew’s gospel. We have studied about Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba, and looked at how 
their stories help prepare us for the world altering love God offers in Jesus. We’ve seen how their 
stories offer a promise of God’s expansive and inclusive love, breaking down the barriers of patriarchy 
and ethnocentrism to provide a new declaration of power that comes in the form of humility and 
peace. 
 
As we come to the manger tonight, remembering the birth of Christ, we join with the shepherds and 
the angels as we center on the fifth woman named in Jesus’ genealogy, his mother, Mary.   
 
Mary, living in the town of Nazareth, had been betrothed to Joseph. She was just a young girl – likely 
only 14 years old. It was customary at the time for girls to be married off so young. Her father would 
have arranged this marriage on her behalf, having entered into some form of covenant or contract 
with Joseph, allowing him to become her husband.  
 
Prior to their marriage, while the text tells us she was still a virgin, she received word from the angel 
Gabriel that she was favored by God. The angel declared that as such a favored one, she would 
conceive a son who would be the Son of the Most High, and that he would sit on the throne of his 
ancestor David. She’s told that his name shall be Jesus, and that to his kingdom, there shall be no end.  
 
As you can imagine, Mary is a bit confused. She may be young, but she knows enough of how this 
works. So she asks, “How can this be, for I am still a virgin?”  
 
The angel assured her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.” 
 
Read with the ears of learned Christians, this text doesn’t seem that odd to us. However, Mary is a 
young Jew. She wouldn’t have been afforded the studies of the faith that her male contemporaries 
would have had. And, while the Holy Spirit is part of our regular Christian vernacular, for the Jewish 
faith, it was more akin with the breath of God. Being told the “Holy Spirit” will come over you would 
have likely elicited some confusion, and perhaps some fear. What does it mean to have God ‘breathe 
on me?’ 
 
And yet, in this mélange of emotion, Mary responds in an act of great faith, saying, “Here am I, servant 
of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” 



 
Mary went to see her cousin Elizabeth, where she received confirmation of her pregnancy. And being 
filled with the awe of the role she was to play in the birth of this royal child, she responds in praise. Her 
song of testimony is one of divine declaration. She doesn’t just embrace her pregnancy, she declares 
the promise that is in-fleshed in the child she carries. For those who have any doubt, Mary knows the 
one to whom she will give birth.  
 
She sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. Surely, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; for the mighty one has done great things for me, and holy is his name. 
He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from the thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with 
good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his 
mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants for 
ever.”  
 
She knows the work of God – she knows the favor of God on those who are seen as unwanted by the 
rest of the world. She knows that the child she carries will proclaim this work in word and deed. 
Somehow, she knows, and she proclaims this truth through her words and her faithfulness.  
 
This story takes place in Judea, which was at the time under Roman occupation. As Mary’s pregnancy 
moves toward term, the Emperor Augustus called for a census. Perhaps the coffers of Rome were 
running low; the Emperor needed a new head count, likely for taxation purposes. Joseph, who had 
gone against the cultural recommendations and laws of the time in choosing to continue this 
engagement with Mary despite her unexpected pregnancy, must return to his hometown for the 
census. Committed to his betrothed for marriage, Joseph takes Mary with him back to the city of his 
family – Bethlehem.  
 
As they arrive in the quiet village, they find there is little room left for them at the family homestead. 
The familial accommodations have all been filled – likely by other family who have returned for the 
Emperor’s political charade. Joseph and Mary are relegated to the basement – to the stable – to the 
place where the animals are brought in on cold nights for safety and protection.  
 
There, in the filth of the animal’s quarters, Mary gives birth to her firstborn son – this long awaited 
child. Because there was no room in the guest quarters upstairs, the baby was laid in a manger – a 
makeshift crib formed from an animal feeding trough. The Savior of the world – the Messiah of God’s 
creation – the King of kings and Lord of lords rested his first night in hay because there wasn’t room for 
him in the family home.  
 
A few miles off, on a hillside outside of Bethlehem, an angel of the Lord appeared to a group of 
shepherds who were watching their flock at night. This was not a group of people who were used to 
unexpected visitors, much less the kind that made their entrance with an aura of divine glory. 
Unsurprisingly, the shepherds were fearful – “they stood terrified.” Perhaps they looked at each other 
questioning, “what have you done now?”  
 



But the angel, seeing their fear, spoke to them, “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good 
news of great joy for all people.” 
 
Good news for all people is rare news indeed. Especially for this group of shepherds working the night 
shift in the fields. It was uncommon that any news was good news for them. The angel knows that this 
group is not used to hearing good news; the angel knows that this group is usually the last to know of 
any news. And so, in delivering this news, the angel provides a sign – an indication that this good news 
is true – that it really is good news for all people. “This will be a sign for you,” the angel declares, “you 
will find a child wrapped in bands of clothes and lying in a manger.”  
 
A child? In a manger? How is a child lying in a feeding trough a sign of good news? 
 
But as soon as the angel had finished speaking, a whole host of angels appeared, praising God and 
saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” 
 
The shepherds are convinced, at least enough to leave their post in the fields to go looking for the child 
in the manger. 
 
In the town of Bethlehem, they found Mary, Joseph, and the baby boy and “they made known what 
had been told them about this child.” The recounted the story of the angels in the field. They 
proclaimed the promise of the angel that this child’s birth was a sign of good news for all people. They 
were beaming with joy, because as those who hardly ever received good news, this news was proven 
to be true in the child found lying in the manger.  
 
Everyone there in the room was amazed at the shepherds’ story. But Mary … Mary was not amazed. 
Mary already knew that this child was good news. Mary already knew that this child’s arrival was the 
promise of good news for all people. Mary already knew that her son would be the fulfillment of God’s 
love for all of creation. Everyone was amazed, but Mary, the text says, Mary treasured the words of the 
shepherds and pondered them in her heart. 
 
It’s hard to know exactly what Mary was thinking in that moment. I don’t want to assume or mansplain 
Mary’s ponderings. So instead, I’ll offer my own musings on the scene that unfolded in that stable 
room.  
 
Mary had been convinced that the child she carried was part of God’s work in the world. In her 
Magnificat, Mary declared that God’s work scatters the hearts of the proud, brings the powerful down 
from their thrones, and lifts up the lowly. And here, having given birth to this child who is called the 
Son of God, the first to visit – the first to be told of his birth – the first to come and revel in the joy of 
this moment are those who, by cultural standards, were the lowest of low.  
 
Even in the moments following his first breath, Jesus had already brought before him those with whom 
no one in society wanted to associate. The promise of God in Jesus doesn’t wait for Jesus’ public 
ministry to start some 30 years in the future. The declaration of God’s preference for all of humanity in 
the person of Jesus Christ begins with the pregnancy of an low-income and unwed young girl, whose 



devoted faithfulness leads to the birth of a child in an animal stall because no one had room for this 
child to be born.  
 
Sometimes it feels like we still find it hard to make space for this child’s birth. We are so caught up in 
the political undertakings of our day, like the census that had flooded the family house in Bethlehem, 
that we just don’t have room for the proclamation of one who declares worth among the most 
vulnerable and unwanted of society. “[Jesus] does not come into a perfect family, filled with perfect 
people, who do not need saving to begin with.” Christ comes into the world to offer the saving love of 
God, which saves us not just “from our individual moral failures, but from multi-generational, systemic, 
and structural sin” which always relegates some to be of less worth and value than others. 
 
The good news of Jesus Christ is not for any particular fraction of the community, but for all of it. It is 
only the good news of Christ if it is good news for all people.  
 
And that is the news that we are invited to ponder tonight. That is the proclamation with which we 
gather at the manger side to hold in our hearts, like Mary. That is the news the angels shared with the 
shepherds, the news that accompanies the announcement that Jesus Christ is born.  
 
May the faithful witness of Mary lead us in our own faithful response, as we celebrate and give thanks 
to God for the birth of Christ – the joy of our salvation – he who is the light which gives life to all the 
world. Thanks be to God. Amen.  
 


