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LUKE 1:26-38 – Lord, I am willing
Today is the fourth Sunday in Advent – this season in which we exhort one another to be ready for Christ’s coming – not only at Christmas, but when he returns in glory.  The readings today bring us to the brink of Christmas – and so in our Gospel reading this morning, we hear of the angel’s visit to Mary.
As we reflect on this very familiar story, we can find in it another way in which we can prepare ourselves for Christ’s return.  In a nutshell, our reading this morning talks about willingness: Mary’s willingness to respond to the call of God, regardless of the personal cost, and regardless of the consequences.

Try and picture this scene for a moment.  Mary would have been a young girl of about 15, betrothed to be married to a carpenter called Joseph.  Joseph was probably 19 or so, and a good match!  He was an artesan – someone who had a trade. He came from a good family – the royal line of David, no less.  I imagine Mary – like any young girl her age – would have had her head in the clouds over her coming marriage to this young man.

In Mary’s day, the betrothal period was almost as watertight as marriage.  It was much more serious than today’s couples being “engaged”.  To end a betrothal actually meant getting a divorce. And in betrothal, as in marriage, unfaithfulness was a dreadful thing.  In fact, back then it was such a serious sin, it was punishable by death – death by stoning.

With that bit of background in mind, Gabriel’s message to Mary would have been most disturbing! To be told that she was highly favoured, and that the Lord was with her would probably have made her stomach knot with fear. Remember that Mary didn’t have the intimate relationship with God that we enjoy through the Holy Spirit. The Jewish God was an awesome God, the God of the law, the destroyer of nations, the deliver of his people, the performer of miracles.  To this young Jewish woman, without the benefit of education or maturity – to merely be personally addressed by God would have made her heart stop!  

V 29 says, “Mary was greatly troubled at his words, and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.”  Is it any wonder?  She’d be thinking, why would the Almightly God send and archangel to me?  Why would he talk to me? It was unbelievable – it was beyond reason. 

The angel immediately reassured her “Don’t be afraid,” he said, “You will be with child, and give birth to a son, and you will give him the name Jesus.  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, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and his kingdom will never ends.”

As the angel was talking, it probably would have begun to dawn on Mary that he was talking about the Messiah – the promised one. It would have all fit!  Yet, he was telling this to her. 
Mary’s emotions would have been reeling by this time.  The Messiah – the angel was telling her that she was going to give birth to the Messiah!  After all these generations – the promised one, the one on whom the hopes of all Israel rested -  was finally going to come.  And God had chosen her. 

But she wasn’t married to Joseph yet – how could she bear a child? So in her childlike innocence – she asked, “but….how? How can this be? I’m a virgin.”

The angel elaborated – God himself would be the father – and so the child would be the Son of God.  Perhaps anticipating another question from Mary, the angel went on to affirm that for God, nothing was impossible, and told her that her cousin Elizabeth in her old age, would also bear a son.

I wonder if at this point Mary was beginning to realise what this would mean between her and Joseph. The baby wouldn’t be his! To be with child outside of marriage…..it didn’t bear thinking about!  How could she make Joseph understand? She didn’t even understand! 

How could she make him believe what had just happened to her? What if he thought she’d been unfaithful? They loved and trusted each other – but would he believe this? And then….what would she do when people found out? They could accuse her of adultery, and stone her to death….

Yet…what was Mary’s response?   “I am the Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said.”  Simple, powerful words of total abandonment to the will of God.  She knew what this could cost her.  She realised the dangers – but the angel had also given her a glimpse of the wonder and majesty of what God was calling her to do.  

The Angel had also said that God was with her!!  We possibly take a promise  like that for granted.  We know God is with us.  We experience it time and again. But people who lived before the coming of the Holy Spirit didn’t experience God being with them! 

That was no doubt a key promise for Mary. God promised he would be with her – like he was with the prophets! She counted the cost, and was willing to sacrifice herself if need be – to fulfil God’s purpose for her, and for his people.

Mary was an amazing young woman.

Few of us will be called to ministries on which the whole of history turns – but each one of us is called to serve God with that same singleness of purpose and dedication to his will.  What is our response when God calls?

Perhaps let’s ask another question first….how do I know what God is calling me to?  Have you ever asked that?  

As I said, few of us will be called to things on which the whole of history turns – but God calls each one of us.  

· He calls us first into his Kingdom. He calls us to repent of living lives without reference to him, and he calls us instead to turn and surrender our lives to his Lordship.

· He calls us secondly to live lives that reflect his presence within us;  lives which promote justice and exemplify holiness
· He calls us thirdly to take the gifts and passions he has given us and to use them for him, for his church, and for the wider community of humanity. A writer called Friedrich Buechner said this; “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”

Many years ago, a friend of mine was working as a secretary. She was reasonably content.  It never entered her head to do anything else.  Then God began to nudge her.  She wondered if she was imagining it – but increasingly, she felt God was calling her to throw in her job and study nursing.  She shared it with her church, and they encouraged her to follow God’s leading.  But she was scared. She’d only gone to year 10. 
In many ways, she must have felt as Mary did – very unsure of how it would all happen.  But happen it did.  She responded to God’s call and she not only passed her course, she aced it!  Within a few years, she was teaching other nurses, and before long, she’d done further study and was lecturing at university. Responding to God’s call, she found herself in a position of great influence and was able to touch many young lives as a mentor, sharing her faith along the way.

We each experience God’s call in different ways and in different areas of our lives.  And his call can take different paths.  What we may be called to do when we are in our twenties may not be the same thing he calls us to do in our sixties!  Whatever form his call takes – we then need to ask ourselves – 

What is my response when God calls me?

I suspect that like Mary, we may experience a whole range of reactions.

· It could be disbelief that God would call us to such a thing.  

· It could be a sense of unworthiness.  “I couldn’t possibly do that!!!”

· It could be fear: Fear of how people might respond, if we pursue something we feel God is calling us to.  Fear of what the cost may be to us personally. Fear of our ability to carry out what God has called us to do….
· Or on the other hand, perhaps we’re straining at the leash to follow the path God has set before us, and we rush ahead of him 

Whatever our response to God’s call – we can be encouraged by Mary’s story.  What God said to Mary, he also says to us.  

    He says:

· I am with you!  That means we don’t have to follow his call in our own strength. He calls – and he enables.  He gives us the gifts – he gives us the passions, and he throws open the doors when the time is right.

He says:

· The Holy Spirit will come upon you. The Holy Spirit fulfilled his purpose in Mary.  He’ll do the same thing in us as we open ourselves to his leading and step out in obedience and faith. The Holy Spirit will empower us!

He says:

· Nothing is impossible with God. 
Some of you will have been following the story of our link missionary family, the Tingles.  Theirs has been an amazing journey of hearing God’s call, experiencing his provision, and seeing him work in and through them to touch people’s lives with the love of God. Their latest letter is on the notice board, incidentally.  Please take the time to read it, and if you have a moment, write or email them to encourage them this Christmas.

God may call us to far less spectacular things:  it may be raising a family, it may be working at our job, it may be using our retirement to serve him in whatever ways he lays before us.

Whatever he calls us to: let us be encouraged and inspired by Mary’s story, and say with her, “Lord – I am your servant. May it be to me as you have said.”

Let’s pray.

