2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
1Now when the king was settled in his house, and the Lord had given him rest from all his enemies around him, 2the king said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.” 3Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that you have in mind; for the Lord is with you.” 

4But that same night the word of the Lord came to Nathan: 5Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the Lord: Are you the one to build me a house to live in? 6I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and a tabernacle. 7Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I ever speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying, “Why have you not built me a house of cedar?” 8Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant David: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; 9and I have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the earth. 10And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as formerly, 11from the time that I appointed judges over my people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover the Lord declares to you that the Lord will make you a house. 16Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever. 

Luke 1:26-38

26In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 27to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” 29But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. 30The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 31And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 32He 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. 33He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” 34Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” 35The angel said to 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. 36And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. 37 For nothing will be impossible with God.” 38Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.
Here Am I
This morning’s Gospel lesson is the familiar story of the angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary that she had been favored by God to be the mother of God’s son.  It’s one of those supernatural stories in the Bible that are certainly outside most of our experiences, and there is a sense of holiness and mystery that lies in simply hearing it.  But it also takes a measure of faith to accept this story, because likely the circumstances are so foreign to anything we’ve ever experienced.  Of course, we can believe in the presence of angels and have a sense of their love and protection, but still I don’t know anyone who has actually conversed with or received a spoken message from an angel.  

And yet if you think about it, this story wouldn’t make sense if there weren’t supernatural circumstances.  We said last week that similar to God making a miraculous path for the Israelites to enter the Promised Land through the Jordan River, that John the Baptist was also out in the desert making a path in the Jordan River for folks to enter into God’s promised new messianic age through repentance and baptism.  And the beginning of the messianic age is itself a supernatural event – not just an event, but the supernatural event of the ages, only paralleled by Creation itself:  the coming of God’s promised Messiah – God’s Son – with the inbreaking of God’s kingdom into this world is an event of unparalleled magnitude.  Most likely after hearing the story year after year, we’re tempted to simply accept it at face value.  But when we really consider what was taking place, the enormity of it is just mind-boggling.  Of course, the heavenly beings would be involved in such an event – God’s Son was being born on earth!
Have you seen the movie, “Winter’s Bone?”  It’s not an easy movie to watch, but it realistically portrays a lifestyle that’s taking place only about 40 miles from here or less.  In Southern Christian and Taney Counties, unemployment is high, and money is hard to come by.  There are lots of folks cooking meth down there, and many others using it, some of them way too much.  They can be hard, cold, mean people who are suspicious and unfriendly.  These folks drink and cuss and do drugs and even kill when they feel the situation warrants it.  So now I ask you, who’s ready to move into that neighborhood?

I don’t see any hands.  We’re all nice folks here – right?  We’d be pretty uncomfortable living down there - maybe scared to death is more accurate.  And what would our friends and family think if we did move into one of those neighborhoods.  It would be scandalous, crazy!

But guess what.  That’s exactly what our God did – only the difference was infinitely greater.  Our pure, holy, undefiled God entered into human life with all of its depravity, violence, and corruption.  Because of God’s great love for us, the One who knows no sin – the One before whom sin cannot even exist – entered into our sinful existence to provide us the way out.  Therefore, Gabriel’s message to Mary was an announcement of hope for humankind.  God has not abandoned us to the consequences of our own sinfulness.  Instead, God has sent Jesus to us as our deliverer. 
Our Gospel lesson is actually the second story in the first chapter of Luke about an angel visitation to announce the birth of a child.  The first, of course, was Gabriel’s visit to John the Baptist’s father, Zechariah, to let him know that he and his wife’s prayers had been answered: even in their advanced years, Elizabeth would have a child.  The angel’s visit to Mary was similar, but completely different at the same time.   Mary wasn’t even married yet, although she was engaged to marry Joseph.  And legally, the marriage had begun to take effect with the engagement, even though the couple wouldn’t live together until the actual wedding ceremony a year later.  If Joseph had died, Mary would have been considered a widow.  And amazingly in that culture, engagements usually took place when the girl was only twelve or thirteen years old.

Luke tells us that Gabriel’s first words to Mary were perplexing to her: “Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  Of course, having a heavenly visitor would be unnerving for anyone, but Mary tried to make sense of his greeting:  “What does he mean favored one, and how is the Lord with me?”  The angel immediately tried to reassure Mary with the all-important promise that she had found favor with God.  But then he most likely troubled her even more with the staggering announcement that she – Mary – was going to have a baby who would be the Son of God!: That his name would be called Jesus, and that he would be the promised Messiah from the line of David who would reign forevermore.
In response, Mary asked a single, obvious question: “How can I have a child when I’ve never even been with a man?”  Gabriel’s response emphasized that the baby would be born by the power of God.  The Holy Spirit would come upon her and overshadow her.  The child would be God’s child, and he would be called the Son of God.
And then Gabriel informed Mary that her relative, Elizabeth, was also carrying a child.  That announcement served as a sign to Mary: if Elizabeth, who was well past child-bearing age and had never been able to have children – if she could bear a child, then Mary could be sure that what had been told to her would also happen.  She only had to look at Elizabeth's swelling belly for confirmation.  If God could spark new life in an old woman, God can surely do the same in a young virgin.  

And Gabriel’s last words re-emphasized that reality: “For nothing will be impossible with God.”  Notice that it’s a promise in the future tense: With God nothing will be impossible.  Of course, the unfolding events in the life of the Messiah will confirm that statement.  A barren woman will bear a child; a virgin will conceive; God’s Son will enter into human history as a tiny baby; and from a tomb will come resurrection, from death, everlasting life.  Nothing will be impossible with God.
Mary had been chosen, “favored,” to play a crucial part in God’s plan to bring salvation to God’s people.  But for Mary, the blessing would certainly not be in the ways we would normally think about being blessed.  We tend to think about being blessed in a very physical sense: our social standing, our physical resources and wealth, having good health.  And in fact, you don’t have to look too far to find someone preaching a sermon on that very subject: the gospel of prosperity, it is often called.  Yet for Mary, God's favored one, this greatest of all blessings turned her life upside down and added considerable worry and stress to it.   She was blessed with having a child out of wedlock.  She and Joseph had a long, hard trip to Bethlehem, and then she had her baby in the most uncomfortable of circumstances in a strange town with no normal accommodations.  Soon after Jesus’ birth, Joseph and Mary had to flee to Egypt for their life and the life of their child to escape the insane wrath of Herod.  And later she would live to see her son tortured and executed as a criminal on a cross.
The fact is: many times God's blessing can have nothing to do with acceptability, prosperity, or comfort.  And yet Mary was favored by God.  We heard in our Responsive Reading from Luke Mary’s feelings about God’s favor: “My spirit rejoices in God my Savior . . . From this day all generations shall call me blessed; the Almighty has done great things for me . . . God has come to the aid of Israel.”  Mary’s blessing came from her participating so completely with the purposes of God, being God’s instrument.  At her tender age, she realized a fulfillment in life that none besides Christ have ever so fully attained, but certainly glimpsed by those of us who have felt ourselves being used for God’s purposes.  Despite any hardships imposed, there is no greater satisfaction or joy in this life than the one that comes from the close relationship we have with our God when we know we are carrying out his Will.
Gabriel successfully completed his mission, but the annunciation wouldn’t have been complete without Mary’s trusting, obedient response: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  How different her response from Zechariah’s.  When he heard the impossible news from Gabriel that he was to be a father, Zechariah said in effect to the angel, “What you are telling me is so fantastic, how can I believe it?  My wife and I are very old.”  Because of his doubt, Gabriel told Zechariah that he would be unable to speak until his child was born.
Now why do you suppose their responses were so different?  Hers, one of trusting submission; his, one of extreme doubt.  Well, I have my suspicions.  Besides the fact that one was male and the other female, the biggest difference between these two folks was their age.  You know as we get older, life’s experiences tend to make us more practical and sensible, “realistic” and cautious, maybe even callous, cynical, andor suspicious.  We older folks have had some of our hopes and dreams stepped on and broken.  Life has taught us many hard lessons.  It becomes harder to trust, as we have these kinds of experiences.  On the other hand, younger folks tend to be more idealistic and trusting, don’t they?  They don’t have those experiences and concerns weighing them down.
And I believe that’s a lot of the difference between Mary and Zechariah.  Zechariah knew he was too old to be a father, and certainly Elizabeth was well past the age of child-bearing.  He and Elizabeth had given up hope of ever having children, because realistically that couldn’t happen for people their age.  So when the angel told him that Elizabeth would conceive, Zechariah was skeptical.  “How can this happen?”  But Mary, on the other hand, was submissive and accepting:  “here am I, let it be.”  And which of these responses did God’s messenger criticize?  Of course, it was Zechariah’s skepticism, wasn’t it?

Those of us who are in a small group have been studying the book, Three Simple Rules, by Bishop Reuben Job.  There’s a companion video made by Bishop Job, and on the video he relates how a friend has continually warned him against being manipulated by others.  “Be careful; don’t let folks take advantage of you,” he was repeatedly told.  Bishop Job cautions, however, that instead of entering into relationships with that kind of wary, practical, sensible attitude, we, as Christians, should be vulnerable and open.  In his book, Bishop Job states:
To follow Jesus is to follow One who fully trusts in God’s goodness, love, and intimate involvement in the affairs of humankind.  To follow this Jesus is to desire to be like him in our living and in our dying.  For some of us, that choice is just too frightening and too demanding; so we follow at a distance or turn away.  But deep in the silence of our hearts, we know we do want to follow Jesus.  We do know that following Jesus is the best and only way for us to live fully and faithfully.  We really do know that it is the only way to live a peaceful, joyful, fruitful life.  Deep in our hearts we know that this is the life we want.  We do want to follow Jesus, even if it means giving up our favorite position or our favorite possessions; and so we pray for grace to be faithful as we say yes to the invitation to faithfulness.  (Three Simple Rules, p.  )
“To follow Jesus is to follow One who fully trusts in God’s goodness, love, and intimate involvement in the affairs of humankind.”  In other words, to truly follow Jesus is to strive to be like him, and it requires that – just like Mary – we place radical trust in God.  But as we just heard, for older folks especially, that’s hard to do.  And so many can end up being what United Methodist pastor Michael Slaughter calls “soft-secular” folks.  Those who
believe in God and claim a faith identity, but [for whom] God is not their first priority or passion.  They live comfortably in two spheres, sacred and secular, but when pressed for time their default always goes to the secular.  They bring Jesus into their worldview instead of being converted into his.  Soft-secular people may confess Jesus but trust the values of secular culture, putting their faith in material possessions to provide meaning rather than trusting God’s promise of provision.  They make religious donations rather than life sacrifices.  It is difficult for soft-secular people to make significant time or financial commitments to their churches. (Momentum for Life, p.36)
When it comes down to it, following Jesus is not a practical or sensible thing to do, at least certainly not from the world’s point of view.  It seems that week after week, we look at some aspect of our faith that is at odds with the world’s wisdom.  More recently we’ve discussed things like living simply and tithing to the church.  The choice to follow Jesus wholeheartedly is as Bishop Job states, “frightening and demanding.”  But as he also states, “in our hearts, we know that following Jesus is the best and only way for us to live fully and faithfully,  the only way to live a peaceful, joyful, fruitful life.”

You know, Mary’s story is really each of our stories as well.  Oh, we may not have a visit by the angel Gabriel, but we each have been created by God and have been given gifts and talents that God would have us use to serve God’s kingdom purposes.  And God calls each of us to do just that.  Some find that hard to believe, thinking they are nothing special, not wanting to get involved or risk looking foolish or possibly even failing.  But if anything, our lesson today points out how God works through ordinary people.  God chose the lowly rather than the high and mighty to fulfill the plan of redemption.  Instead of sending Gabriel to a queen or princess, God sent the angel to a young girl betrothed to a carpenter.  They lived in an small, unimportant town in the far reaches of the Hebrew territory.  And nothing about their circumstances would have led anyone to suspect the role they would play in God’s plan.

All of this is Good News for us, of course.  It’s Good News that God has a place and plan for each person – even the ordinary person – especially the ordinary person.  God calls you and me.  And as I said earlier there is no greater fulfillment and joy in this life than serving God’s purposes.  But to do so, we have to get involved.  We have to check at the church door our practical, sensible, “realistic,” cautious attitudes, our wait-and-see attitudes.  We have to work to overcome any callousness, cynicism, andor suspiciousness in ourselves.  Instead, if we want to be followers of Jesus Christ, we need to simply say yes.  Like Mary, we need to say, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”
What are the gifts and talents you’ve been given?  Some of them you won’t even discover until you’ve tried to use them.  In what ways is God calling you to participate in his purposes? Are you listening for his call?  Are you willing to take the risk and sacrifice your own comfort and lifestyle to step out in faith?  Not from a sense of duty but from a joyful response to the call God has placed upon your life.  “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”
In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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