SHE SAID YES

Luke 1:  26In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary. 28The angel went to her and said, "Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you."  29Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32He 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, 33and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end."  34"How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "since I am a virgin?"  35The 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. 36Even 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. 37For 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.


What if Mary said No? What if the angel had appeared to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored?” and Mary had asked, “Aren't you mistaking me for someone else?” Or if the angel had persisted and said, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God,” and Mary had replied, “Me? Is this some kind of joke?” And what if the angel had persisted and said, “You will be with child and give birth to a son....he will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High,” and Mary had replied, “I'm really not cut out for this; its too risky; it could even get me stoned to death for adultery; try my sister Deborah, she's up for anything, and she's not engaged yet.” Let's say that the angel persists and says, “The Lord God will give your son the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 


By then it should be obvious to a young Jewish woman from Galilee that she is being enlisted to be the mother of the long-awaited, long-desired, long-promised Hebrew Messiah. But what if she had persisted and said, “Maybe I can help out in some other way, like babysitting. But don't ask me to bear him in my womb and be his mother, not when its bound to get me enemies; some pretty big ones, too. Like a king.”


She could have. Yes, its pretty impressive and convincing when an angel shows up and gives commands. Would you dare say No to an angel, who bears the bracing breath of heaven on his wings? But the Bible records the stories of lots of people who say No to God and to God's plans. And not just pagans like the Pharoah of Egypt. When Moses told him that God said to “let my people go,” he just laughed and asked. “Who is The Lord that I should obey him?” 


But even one of Israel's own prophets, Jonah, heard God telling him to go east, to Nineveh, and Jonah promptly booked the next ship west. To our timeless God there is no past, present or future, so God foreknew Mary's response. But that doesn't mean that he overruled her freedom to respond, or resist. And we don't how much the angel Gabriel knew when he appeared to Mary with God's offer and command. I sometimes wonder if Gabriel had a list of women to visit, with Mary of Nazareth at the top--or not-- and if she said No, then Rachel of Bethany was next, followed by Sarah of Capernaum, then Elizabeth of Jericho.  


Such a list could not have been much longer than that. The Apostle Paul tells us that “in the right time God's Son was born of a woman,” which leads me to suspect that it had to be then and there, in First Century Palestine, that the Messiah was to come. For reasons of prophecy, it had to be in Bethlehem. So, Hackensack, New Jersey, 1979, wouldn't do for runner-up. John the Baptist was already on the way, and it seems very important that the Messiah and his mother be related to the promised forerunner and his family, which they were. They were cousins. And that Mary and her fiance both be descended from the lineage of David, to fulfill all the promises that a son of David would rule Israel forever. Oh, and that her fiance be godly and open-hearted enough to accept all this and take responsibility for her and the God-given child. I honestly don't know how many women in that time and place and under those criteria would do for the divine purpose of mothering the Messiah. But I wouldn't rent a banquet hall in which to gather them all. More like a broom closet. 


I don't know what would have happened if Mary had said No, which she was humanly capable of doing, as we all are. But I do suspect that this woman and her choice to say Yes or No became, in those short, few minutes during the angel's appearance, the fulcrum on which all history balanced for one brief moment. 


Thinking about that takes my breath away. What if she'd said, No? What? Turn down the honor of mothering the Messiah? Ridiculous, you say? Well, people say No to their own best interest and honor all the time, especially when it comes to the will of God. Its not just that we may be ignorant of our own best interest; there's also a stubborn streak of willful resistance in all of us, even when and if it hurts us, even when we know it will hurt us. 


No angel may ever have appeared to us with a blessing and a command. I certainly have not seen one. But the good news of Jesus comes to all of us in a way similar to how this annunciation came to Mary: as both declaration and invitation. In church history we call the angel's visit to Mary the Annunciation, which makes it almost sound like an announcement. But announcements can be take-it-or-leave-it type things. In high school I once heard an announcement over the intercom system, at the end of the day, to the effect that we guys were to show up at school the next day in suits and ties to have our pictures taken. So I came to school the next day dressed in my finest, only to find out that the announcement was just for the football team. I wasn't on the football team. How's that for embarrassing? That was a take-it-or-leave-it type announcement. Take it only if you're on the football team. Leave it if you are not.


But what the angel brought to Mary was more than an announcement. It was part declaration and part invitation. And it came through an intermediary agent, in this case, an angel. Through the angel's words, God declares that Mary is favored and chosen by God to bear the Messiah. Then she is invited to believe it, receive it, and live it out, to cooperate with God. What will it be, Yes or No? The stakes are big, the drama is high, this is no mere take-it-or-leave-it announcement.


 Likewise, the gospel comes to all of us also as both declaration and invitation, as an honor and a summons. It even comes through an agent, an intermediary, a messenger. That's what the word, "angel" means, by the way, a messenger. Only in most of our cases, the intermediary messenger of God's declaration and invitation was not an angel from heaven, but a parent, or a friend, a Sunday School teacher, a pastor or an evangelist. Through this intermediary and messenger, God declares that each of us also are blessed and highly favored by God. And that God has an honorable and holy purpose for each of us. So, will we accept the invitation to know and live out the assurance of God's favor and delight in us? Hopefully we say, with Mary, "Behold the Lord's servant; may it be to me according to your word."  


This Gospel declares that our sins are forgiven and cleansed, and that our lives can begin to look that way. Will we accept the invitation to live forgiven and forgiving lives? Hopefully we say, with Mary, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


The Gospel also declares that life has conquered death, and that we can share in the resurrection and eternal life of the Risen Jesus. Will we accept the invitation to eternal life in God's loving embrace? Hopefully again we say, as did Mary, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


The gospel declares that the Word of God has become flesh to dwell among us, so will we accept the invitation to let the Word of God take form and shape and dwell in our lives as well? By now we should know the drill: "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


And so Mary shows us how the Christian life begins. She also shows us how it continues. Every morning, I hope we hear that still, small voice from God's indwelling presence that says, "Greetings, you who are highly favored and chosen by God; God desires the joy of your company in prayer this morning; will you accept his invitation, or will it be the TV news again?"


Feel free to join me, if we would reply with Mary: "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


Then, later in the day may come a conflict with a friend, a family member or a co-worker. In the midst of our very normal desire to lash out, strike back and justify ourselves I hope we can hear that still, small voice, saying, "Greetings, you who are highly favored and chosen by God to be his peace-maker; God desires to live out his ministry of reconciliation through you, and to ask your offender, through you, 'Are you okay?' and to say, 'I value you and our relationship, so can we talk about this conflict now?' And every time you obsess about his actions and his attitude, will you remember to pray for him?"


Again, hopefully, we reply, as did Mary, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


Then, even later, comes the distracting call of our neighbor, or a child or grandchild, needing help and comfort just when we were in the middle of something else. Despite our exasperation there will come a still, small voice, saying, "Greetings, you who are highly favored and called by God to be a channel of his love to others; God desires to express his care and attention for this person through you, so will you suspend your plans for this moment and attend to him or her? You can get back to your project in a minute, but this opportunity may never come again."


And hopefully, again we reply, as did Mary, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 


Mary not only shows us how the Christian life here begins and continues: her words show us how it ends. In those final days of our lives when we may have to surrender our mobility and our independence and the strengths of our youth, to hand off to others our ministries and our cares, and to entrust God with the fruits of our labors, and finally, to surrender our last living breaths, as we stand on the threshold of eternity, will we fight and fear, resist and resent, or will we say to God, as did Mary, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word?"


I find Mary's reply to God and to God's will so amazing, so powerful and so inspiring that I have, this week, begun my own prayer times by repeating and savoring her words, offering them up as my first words of the day to God: "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." There, in Mary's few words of surrender, acceptance and affirmation are summed up the whole of the Christian life, from beginning to end. 


And consider the effect of Mary's words: what God has not chosen to do through the wisest and most powerful humans and their governments and institutions, what God has not chosen to do through the world's most powerful armies with the world's most powerful weapons, what God has not chosen to do with the world's biggest economies, nor the world's biggest corporations, God began doing through the Yes of one young woman. And God's work still continues as His Word takes form and flesh in the lives of simple human beings as they show love to one other.  


It could not have been easy for Mary to say Yes to God. She must have had an immediate inkling of the kind of scandal and difficulty she would face as the Virgin Mother of the Messiah, for she was quick to ask, "How can that happen, as I am yet a virgin?" Even after the angel's explanation, that God would work a miracle in her life, she had no way of knowing what all would happen in her life because of her Yes to God. 


Likewise, we never know just what the results of our Yes-es to God might be, either. In fact, I would venture to say that the results of our Yes-es to God are quite big too, bigger than we can imagine at this time. For as the Word takes flesh in our lives and dwells within us and among us, we too are transformed, beautifully and eternally, by every Yes we say to God. With each declaration and invitation from God, the stakes are high and the results are long lasting--no, make that everlasting--in ourselves and in others. The stakes are always bigger than we might know, whenever we say, "Behold your servant, Lord; may it be to me according to your word." 
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