MARY THE MOTHER OF JESUS: SHE’S SOME LADY!
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Text: Luke 1:26-38

Today the Gospel points us to Mary, the mother of Jesus. Let me begin by saying that I think that one of the costs of all those years when Catholics and Protestants were somewhat bitterly divided was that we Protestants over-reacted to the Catholics veneration of Mary.

Whereas the Catholics had statues of Mary in their churches, prayed to her, named schools after “Our Lady”, and gave her a most honoured place, we in the Protestant churches almost ignored her. Our sense that the Catholics had gone over the top with Mary, led us to go completely in the other direction.  

Yet in passages like the one read this morning Mary is called “favoured one”. Last Sunday here in this church we sang a hymn which in each of its four verses had the line “Most highly favoured lady, Gloria!”. In the section of Luke’s gospel which follows the story of the visit of the angel to Mary we read of Mary’s visit to another pregnant lady, Elizabeth, who was then carrying John the Baptist in her womb and Scripture tells us that when Mary arrived at Elizabeth’s house Elizabeth said greeted her with the words “blessed are you among women”.

This is some lady! So I think that we in the Protestant churches need to put our biases aside and re-discover what we can learn from Mary.

We don’t know much personal detail about Mary. She grew up in Nazareth, probably of a peasant family. She was unmarried so by the custom of those days was likely to be in her teens. She was betrothed to Joseph. Betrothal in those days usually meant that the families had arranged a future legal and binding marriage but it was not yet consummated. We know that she had subsequent children because there are scriptural references to brothers of Jesus. We know that she was a loyal follower of Jesus throughout his ministry, beginning with her alerting Jesus to the fact that they had run out of wine at that wedding in Cana where Jesus performed his first miracle, and ending with her being one of the very few who were there at the foot of the cross when Jesus died. The absence of any reference to Joseph during the ministry of Jesus most likely means that by then Mary was a widow. In any case throughout the gospels there are many references to Mary being with Jesus. She was one of his most devoted followers. Some lady! 

Today we read about the young Mary receiving news that she would conceive and give birth to a son who would be “great, and be called “Son of the Most High”. At first Mary was afraid, then she doubted, but at the end of the divine encounter she said “OK, count me in. Here I am, the servant of the Lord”. Some lady!

Now this passage causes difficulty for some people who are perplexed at the thought of a woman becoming pregnant while still a virgin. But whether or not one can accept the so-called virgin birth is not the main issue. The main issue is whether one can accept the fact that in the birth of Jesus God was doing something unique and special. That’s the main message of this passage. The circumstances of his birth are not to be the things that determine how we think of Jesus or respond to him. It’s his life, teachings, death and resurrection that must determine our response. And let me add that apart from the Matthew and Luke’s birth narratives there is no other New Testament reference to a virgin birth. Further, the Biblical genealogy which traces Jesus back to King David is through Joseph not Mary. So it’s not clear-cut, but the passage still has value to both those who accept the virgin birth and those who do not. So let’s look at the story, allowing for the fact that there might be some poetic licence involved. 

The angel came to Mary and told her that she was greatly favoured. And do you remember what Mary’s reaction was? The words used in the story are “afraid” and “perplexed”. She then said “How can this be?” We’d probably say just “how come?”  How come you chose me, thought Mary. How come I get a visit from an angel? How come I’m having a child since I am not yet married, said Mary. How come I am thrust into the limelight? What will all my family think? What will Joseph say? What’s this about my child having the throne of his ancestor David? How can my child become a king? And what on earth does it mean for me to have a holy child? Then what was that about her elderly relative, Elizabeth, being six months pregnant. What was going on? One can imagine the mental turmoil going through Mary’s head at a hundred and fifty kilometers an hour. No wonder the words “fear” and “perplexed” are used in the story.   

But this story which begins so dramatically with its declaration of the unique thing God was doing ends equally dramatically with Mary saying “yes” to God. What began as a “why me?” conversation ends with Mary saying “why not me?” and her acceptance of her role in the new unique thing that God was doing in entering the world in the person of Jesus.

Mary said “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word”. What a wonderful expression of faith and commitment to the purposes of God. Here she was committing to involvement with God in a divine process or movement, and doing so without knowing what would be the implications for her. That was a most saintly act of obedience. So again I say: some Lady!

So Mary prepared to become a mother. She waited for her baby to arrive, pondering the great mystery in which she had was playing such a crucial role. 

When we wait for babies to arrive in our families there is always a sense of joyful expectation. The time of waiting is a time for preparing and for anticipating new life. 

For Mary it was this plus a lot more. For Mary was aware that not only was she and Joseph starting a family, but she and God were starting a new era in God’s dealings with all people. She had the huge privilege of carrying and nurturing the one whom we call the Saviour of the world. She said “yes” to what is arguably the most significant request ever made of a human being.

So Mary is worthy of honour. She is indeed a woman most blessed. And her story is a grand encouragement to us to say “yes” to whatever God challenges us to do and be. What are you willing to do or be for God? Can you, too, say “I am the servant of the Lord”? When you sense God’s call on you – for whatever you are called to do or be can you also say “Okay; count me in. I’m at the service of the Lord.”?  

In the meantime let the love obedience and faithfulness of Mary inspire you as we await the celebration of the birth of her child. 

To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless
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