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In this season of Advent, a Cme of intenConal preparaCon for the coming celebraCon of the Birth of 
Christ, we are focusing in on the stories and scriptures that have been passed down through the 
generaCons. “Like a tapestry woven throughout Cme, the Christmas story weaves us in – to remember 
how God has shown up in the past, to conCnue the work of collecCve liberaCon, and to behold the 
presence of God in flesh and bone.”i 
 
This morning, we are looking at the story of Mary, and I invite you to consider how your story connects 
with that of Mary.  
 
Mary was a young female – thought to be just 12-14 years old, the age at which women in the ancient 
Near-East were married off. Understanding the role and lack of privilege of women in the ancient Near-
East culture is vital for really grasping the weight of this scripture.  
 
Women were considered property. They were the property of their fathers unCl they were married, at 
which Cme they became the property of their husbands. You can hear the lasCng remnants of this 
arranged marriage culture sCll today in many weddings as the officiant asks, “Who gives this bride to be 
married to this man,” as if the father, who usually answers this quesCon, reserves the final right to 
maintain ownership or give it away. Another example comes as the service ends, when the officiant 
offers the invitaCon to the groom, saying, “You may kiss your bride;” there is no respecCve invitaCon for 
the bride to kiss her groom.  
 
Mary was vulnerable, betrothed in a liminal season between father and husband through an arranged 
marriage. It was at this Cme that the angel Gabriel appeared to her, immediately speaking, “GreeCngs, 
favored one! The Lord is with you.” 
 
I think we all have heavenly visions of what this moment would have looked like – as if this white-clad, 
large-winged, halo-wearing angel floated slowly down to earth from clouds that had parted in the sky. 
It would be like if Gabriel were the spi]ng image of John Travolta in the movie Michael – only, without 
the cigare^es and overalls. Ok, so, nothing like John Travolta, other than the large white wings.  
 
As Scholar David Lyle Jeffrey comments, Gabriel was not likely some white-clad wing-bearing aura-
glowing angel at all. He likely looked like a commonplace person. Though, that he was a divine emissary 
“must have been suggested by his bearing or radiance.”ii  
 



Regardless what he looked like, Mary’s rendezvous with some unknown male would have been bad 
news for both Mary and Joseph. It was not appropriate for such an encounter to take place, especially 
in private, given the cultural sCpulaCons of the Cme.  
 
Now, hard as it may be to fully understand Mary’s situaCon, consider this moment – consider this as if it 
were happening to you today. Let’s say you’re walking alone along the water’s edge at Founder’s Park 
enjoying the planes as the make their final approach over the Potomac to DCA. Out of nowhere, a dude 
pops up with some form of radiance around him, and says to you, “GreeCngs, favored one! The Lord is 
with you.”  
 
Let’s be honest, you’re not gonna stop walking and engage in a conversaCon with this guy. At best, you 
may give a wry smile and a nod of the head, but you’re probably going to speed up and walk away as 
quickly as you can.  
 
In our text this morning, the apostle tells us Mary had the same kinds of confusion and fear. The text 
tells us she is perplexed and wondered what sort of greeCng this might be.  
 
Gabriel, the angel, senses her concern and speaks again, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 
favor with God.” 
 
And this is where things get really odd. I mean, this rando knows her name.  
 
He conCnues, “And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son.”  
 
Y’aaallllll. You know what Mary’s thinking. … Excuse me, what’s about to happen? 
 
Now, I get it, we like to domesCcate this story as if it’s just “the way things are.” We like to think of this 
story as if there’s no harm or foul. But this chain of events, this random angel-man showing up 
uninvited and in an isolated place, calling her by name, and then telling her she’s about to become 
pregnant … this raises all the red flags.  
 
In her world or ours, Mary would have had every reason to be fearful of what might happen next. 
Stranger danger, hand on mace, fight or flight mode kicking in – Mary had every reason to worry.  
 
And yet, the angel Gabriel conCnues, “Your son will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most 
High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of 
Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”  
 
As Mary takes this in, her first response, the first thing she will say out loud, has nothing to do with the 
concern that this random angel-dude knows her name and has said she’s about to conceive a child. Nor 
does she pick up on the power or eternal greatness that has just been proclaimed about the son she’s 
going to conceive. Instead, Mary first says, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” As the Rev. Wil 
Gafney interjects, “Before Mary says, “yes,” she said, “wait a minute, explain this to me.”iii  
 



The angel addresses her confusion, offering her a play-by-play of what’s coming next. “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 the Son of God.”  
 
Oh, ok. That makes more sense, right? 
 
I’ve always wished we knew more about Mary’s thought process in that moment. I’ve longed to 
understand how this pre-teen grew up so fast in those few seconds to be able to reconcile what the 
angel had just said, such that in a breath, she could respond with such convicCon and affirmaCon, 
saying, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  
 
Yet, even as she says yes, I have to imagine that as she spoke, her voice had a tremble to it. Her hands 
were likely shaking. Even in her convicCon, in her willingness, not for a second can you convince me 
that Mary was not sCll in fear. Her world was about to turn upside down in a way that could lead to 
family disgrace and personal detriment. Her life was literally at risk for such an unexplainable 
pregnancy. In her commentary on this text, Dr. ChrisCne Hong affirms this in wriCng, “we know – 
because we too are human – that courage rises despite fear, not in its absence.”iv  
 
Even beyond her own personal situaCon, I find it plausible that Mary had some fear for who this child 
might be. It had long been proclaimed that the future king to sit on David’s throne would be something 
of a challenge to the normal hierarchy of Israel’s leadership, and, if she had a moment’s thought 
beyond her own safety in that moment, it likely would be around the proclamaCon that this child 
would “be called the Son of the Most High” and be given the “throne of his ancestor David”? 
 
Remember, this promise was not a new promise. Such a proclamaCon had been passed down the 
generaCons from the days of old. Indeed, the prophet Isaiah gives us a glimpse of what it looks like 
when God breaks forth in a new generaCon. This is a text we claim, in the ChrisCan Church, to be a 
reference to Jesus – but for the people Israel to whom Isaiah was first speaking, it was a promise of any 
new inbreaking of God’s presence on earth. This was a story Mary had likely heard at the family table 
many Cmes before.  
 
Reading again from Isaiah 11, the prophet speaks, “A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse,” 
(which, as we read last week, is King David’s father), “ … The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the 
spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the 
fear of the Lord. … He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; but with 
righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; … 
Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness the belt around his loins.” 
 
Because every scripture has a greater context, it’s important we quickly touch on the background to 
this prophecy in chapter 11. Chapter 11 builds on what Isaiah had wri^en in chapter 10, which says, 
“Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive statues, to turn aside the needy from 
jusCce and to rob the poor of my people of their right, that widows may be your spoil, and that you 
may make the orphans your prey!”  
 



As the Rev. Dr. Cory Driver summarizes, "Bad governance supported the rich and powerful becoming 
more rich and more powerful at the expense of the already poor and marginalized. The wealth and 
power gap extended to such an extent that the powerful were able to codify laws to jusCfy their 
injusCce.” If we read just a few more ahead, in chapter 10, verse 6, “God also condemned the Israelites 
as ‘a godless people.’”v 
 
So what we find in chapter 11, the promise of what God will do in offering a righteous shoot – or a 
branch – from the tree of Jesse, is a direct response to the unrighteous acts of the leaders of Israel, and 
the people of Israel, as lamented in chapter 10.  
 
As Gabriel comes and speaks to Mary, it sure sounds like her child will be a fulfillment of such a 
prophecy. And, just as Isaiah’s prophecy was filled with social and poliCcal concern, we can only assume 
that Jesus would carry that same social and poliCcal impact. This son to be born, whom the angel calls 
the Son of God, would be the one to decide with equity for the meek of the earth, and with 
righteousness to judge the poor, and with the breath of his lips to kill the wicked. And this son would be 
God’s response to those who write iniquitous decrees and oppressive statutes; this child would be 
God’s response to those who turn aside the needy from jusCce and who rob the poor people of their 
rights.  
 
This child, this hope in-fleshed who was promised by the angel, would be good news for the poor, and 
not-so-good news for those who abused power and wealth.  
 
So, yes, Mary had every right to be in fear for her personal safety as this random angel-guy shows up to 
say she’s about to conceive a child … but she also had every reason to be worried for her son-to-be, as 
it sounds like he’s going to be a pre^y unwelcomed child by those who hold power and privilege in the 
community. And Mary knows, because she too has felt the weight of the oppressiveness of the culture, 
how unforgiving and unwelcoming the world can be. … In fact, Jesus is such an unwelcomed child, that 
King Herod, the Roman overlord in the region of Judea, would send a slaughtering team to kill every 
child under 2-years old in the city of Bethlehem amer finding out the new “king of the Jews” had been 
born. Even as an infant, Jesus is a threat to power – something Mary without doubt knew, and she 
feared for his life.  
 
And yet sCll, in the midst of such complicated concerns, Mary is willing. UlCmately, even with all of the 
anxiety and fear that she surely felt receiving this news, Mary said, “here I am, the servant of the Lord; 
let it be with me according to your word.”  
 
As I think about Mary’s willingness … as I think about how she responds in faithfulness despite her fear 
in knowing the challenges that would lie ahead, I wonder how her witness – how her story – calls us to 
reflect on our own.  
 
I wonder what kind of invitaCon an angel of the Lord might be inviCng you to take on so that the 
presence of God in Christ might be born anew this Christmas.  
 



See, Isaiah’s prophecy hasn’t lost its weight, and God conCnues to respond to offer hope and promise 
in every generaCon. We remember the story, we tell the story of Christmas every year because it bears 
remembering. God has done all that is needed for us to move beyond our individualisCc and 
naConalisCc ways, and our unrighteous and unfaithful longings. The coming of Christ has already 
broken forth and has shown us, has taught us, and has already determined for us the path of new life.  
 
In this season of Advent, our journey is not to quesCon what God will do, but to remember what God 
has already done. It is a Cme to remember that into our brokenness, God has already brought healing 
and reconciliaCon. The quesCon we are asking at advent, is how will we be part of God’s work? Will we, 
like Mary, move beyond the fear of societal norms to once more share the promise of hope and love 
that sides with jusCce and righteousness, equity and faithfulness, peace and community well-being? As 
we move toward Bethlehem, may we have the courage of Mary, even amidst the fear of such a life-
changing, world-upending invitaCon. For the child is to be born, and God’s will shall be proclaimed. 
Amen, and Amen.  
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