20 December 2020; Advent 4
2 Samuel 7: 1-11; 16; Romans 16: 25-27; 

Luke 1: 26-38

1. What keeps us believing?
I wonder what you would say if you were asked why you keep coming to Church, why you believe in God? Is it just because you were brought up to do so, or because others have told you the Christian story is the true one? This might have got you started – I often wonder how my faith would be different if I had been born, for example, in a Muslim family. But as we grow in years and in faith, this surely is not alone the answer. After all, many others were brought up as we were are, but only a small proportion are in church this morning. This may be part of the answer, but it is not enough on its own.

No, when I look at my own life, the answer lies in my own experience of the times when I have felt God’s presence, when I have felt him touch my life in some way. This is very intangible, hard to describe. These moments are fleeting, but they are very real. So real, in fact, that they feel more ‘real’ than the rest of my life in comparison. I think that most people experience moments of eternity, when time seems to stop still, or when we are almost outside time, and feel in the presence of something greater, which we call God. It can happen when we are in the presence of friends, at moments of deep communication or emotion. It can happen on an ordinary day, when we are thinking of something else. And when it does, everything else seems irrelevant.

2. Mary’s experience

The familiar story of Mary’s encounter with the angel seems to be describing one such moment. We are told that Mary was a devout believer, brought up in her faith tradition. But this surely was not sufficient to call forth her amazing ‘yes’ to God. This passage is profoundly moving, for it tells of a direct encounter with God through the presence of the angel. For Mary, we are told, this was such an overwhelming experience, such an eternal moment, that her response to it could only be ‘yes’. 
God needed her willing compliance, just as, later, on his way to Calvary and to death, the whole series of events would hinge on her adult Son’s willing compliance – ‘let this cup pass from me, but not my will but yours’, says Jesus in Gethsemane. God’s plans do not override us. We have to let him in and let him work in our lives. Our life in God is dependant on and driven by our own willing obedience. This is very different from the way in which we often see life - as a series of events that just happen ‘to us’. Mary’s pregnancy did not just happen to her: she had to say ‘yes’ to it. 
Let us stop for a moment and think about Mary. It is very easy to take her for granted. Mary can become a figure in a stable, head bowed and always dressed in blue. She either gazes passively on a sleeping child or on the body of her dead son. She accepts – without it appears much protest except to ask for clarification – the incredible message of the angel sent by God. ‘Gentle’ is the word used in our first hymn to describe Mary, and passivity seems to be her defining characteristic. Passive means to undergo, to submit – and this is what Mary does. Yet the word ‘passive’ has the same root as the word ‘passion’, and I want to suggest passionate as a better description of Mary than passivity.

Stephen Cottrell paints picture of Mary as a girl passionate about life and about God. In one of his books, Mary says: 

I believe in God. I have this tremendous sense of the presence of God. Sometimes it frightens me, because I don’t know what to do with it; I don’t know where it came from. I know that other people don’t see it or feel it quite like me. It’s not that they don’t believe, but belief does not seem to infuse them and inspire them like it does me. And it is not a belief that drives me to the synagogue, or even to the Scriptures, though I love both, and wish I could read the Scriptures for myself; it is a belief that propels me deeper into the world, and gives me a joyful longing to embrace the world and to try and make it how God wants. I simply believe in God like I believe in the flowers and the trees and the birds and the seasons. God is there, with me and for me.

(Cottrell 2014, p85)
It is to this girl, with her childlike zest for life, that the angel comes. Her acceptance of his declaration is therefore not a passive submission to a higher will, but part of her incredible wish to embrace God and to experience the fullness of life. She takes on the task in the same spirit in which she engages with all of life.

Mary’s experience – both up to this point and then in this encounter - leads to her ‘yes’. I believe that this is so of our own life with God. I believe that our life in God is on the same pattern that we see here. It is stimulated by an encounter with something that can only be described as a spiritual experience, however lowly, and then it requires us to consent if we are to continue.  Like us, Mary then questions what is to happen. Again this is familiar from my own experience. Whenever I have experienced anything that can be seen as a call from God, the next response has always been to say ‘but how will this work?’ This can’t be true, it doesn’t seem to fit within my own ways of seeing things or of living my life.

3.
Saying ‘yes’ to God

I have suggested that the pattern of our experience may be like Mary’s – perhaps you think the differences are greater than any similarities? Perhaps you find it hard to see any of your own experience as a call from God? What was asked of Mary was extraordinary. The things asked of us are usually more mundane. Yet we do face challenges throughout our life. We do have to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to things that bring an unknown future: to getting married, to taking on a job, to caring for someone, to moving house, becoming church warden! Perhaps you can think of some life change that you have faced or are facing. These challenges are not usually announced by an angel, but that doesn’t mean God is not in them. Perhaps we do not even see them as ‘spiritual’ or involving God in any way? Yet they are all steps into an unknown future – and moments when we have the choice to say ‘yes’ to the challenge. 
Many of the choices are indeed not ones we would have wanted to be faced with, but then neither was Mary’s. Yet even in our unwanted challenges, we are not just victims of circumstance. Sometimes the challenge is not whether to do something but whether to do it willingly. Even in these difficult times, we see around us people who have embraced the challenges of the pandemic willingly and creatively, bringing light and hope to others. Like Mary, we all face challenges and choices. And if our faith forms the basis for our response, we have God’s reassurances, as she did, that his Spirit and power are with us.
4.
God’s assurances
Let us return to Mary. What is the angel’s response to Mary’s very natural questions? God’s ways are greater than ours, they do not fit in our little boxes. God’s transforming power (the Holy Spirit) cannot be contained by our rules and patterns. All we are asked to do – all we can do, is allow this power to work in us. Our consent is essential, but it is God who will work in us. This power is not threatening. Mary is told ‘do not be afraid’ or ‘fear not’. In light of all that we know she was agreeing to, was this not some sort of false reassurance? She certainly did not experience a ‘happy ever after’ - and neither do we. I find it an immensely reassuring part of my faith to remember this when the things I have said ‘yes’ to seem to be running into heavy water.
To our limited thinking there will indeed be things ahead that are fearful. 
‘But the angel’s promise is that the overwhelming love of God will always be infinitely stronger than the pull of our fears.’ (Silf) 
The joy that we experience in those eternal moments is the real thing. To say ‘no’ to it, whatever the consequences, is to turn our backs on the person we were made to be – to become people driven by circumstance, who say ‘no’ to being part of the greater dimension of life. The way of God always leads to new life, even when this seems unlikely if not impossible.
As Christmas approaches, may we be given vision to see and hear God’s angels and his challenges, and courage to say ‘yes’, as Mary did.

Amen
(Acknowledgements to Margaret Silf, ‘Lighted Windows’, p35
and Stephen Cottrell ‘Walking backwards to Christmas’)
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