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Luke starts his gospel by explaining why he is writing. He had talked to the eyewitnesses and decided to write an orderly account, so that his readers might have certainty concerning the things they had been taught. We are not in the realm of fanciful and made up stories. Luke was a physician, used to dealing with the hard and sometimes harsh realities of life and sickness, a careful observer of people and circumstances. We can rely on what he writes to be an accurate and truthful account. After his opening statement of the purpose of his book, he is straight into the story surrounding the birth of John the Baptist. The angel Gabriel appeared to the priest Zechariah and had to work rather hard to convince him that he would become a father after many years of childless marriage to Elizabeth.



As we move on to the passage set for our reading today, we see that Gabriel was working overtime. “In the sixth month” is how the passage starts, that is the sixth month of the pregnancy of Elizabeth. Gabriel was sent to a town in the north of the country, Nazareth in Galilee. It is the nature of angels that they do not question the commands of God. God commands, they obey. No questions asked, no prevarication, just instant obedience. We could be forgiven if we expected Gabriel to think twice about his mission. He was sent, not to the capital city, Jerusalem, where all the action was, where he had already been to tell Zechariah that he was to have a son, but to an out of the way northern town, not much more than a village. It is as if he had been sent to Ulverston or Coniston, important to the people who live there, but not the hub of the Universe. Even stranger, the person he was sent to speak to was young and a woman. You couldn’t get much more ordinary or lowly than that.



All this lack of position and status matters not to Gabriel, he is able to see the true worth of Mary and knows of her obedience and faith in the simple things of her life. He knows that she is a faithful Jewish believer and has been obedient to the commands of God as set out in the law and the prophets. She is engaged to be married to Joseph, who is a descendent of David, the famous king of Israel. The betrothal that she has made is a binding contract to marry Joseph, but for the time being, both parties remain apart and live celibate lives. So Gabriel addresses her with the words “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.” The authorized version adds the words, “Blessed art thou among women.” 



As we might expect, Mary is greatly troubled at what the angel says and is concerned at why she should be singled out for a greeting in this way. After all, her kinswoman Elizabeth got no angelic visit. It was her husband, a priest in the Temple who had had the visit from the angel, and a fine mess he had made of it. Gabriel gives Mary words of reassurance, “Relax, Mary don’t be afraid. You have found favour with God. You are going to have a baby boy.” At which point you can almost hear the sigh of relief from Mary, a baby boy, yes, that is the wish of every wife to be, especially a Jewish wife to be. The gift of children was taken as a sign of the blessing of God. You only have to read the Old Testament, to see the desperate prayers of Hannah for a son. Her kinswoman Elizabeth had longed for a child for many years and had given up hope, but she was now expecting a baby in a few months time. But as the angel continues, it becomes clear that this baby is to be no ordinary child. He is to be no other than the promised Messiah. Gabriel goes on to tell Mary his name, Jesus, Saviour. His position, he will be great. His true parentage, he will be called the Son of the Most High. What he will do, reign on the throne of his father David and over the house of Jacob for ever. His kingdom will be an everlasting one.



Mary may be young and a virgin, but she is a country woman and knows the facts of life. She knows that she can’t have a child without a husband, or at least having sexual intercourse with a man. She asks the question simply, without any sense of doubt or lack of faith. Gabriel then makes a statement that, on the face of it, is outrageous. You will have this baby without the aid of a human father. God himself will cause an egg within you to be fertilized and develop into a baby. A miracle was experienced by your kinswoman, who although she had a husband in the normal way, had been barren the whole of her adult life and was past the age when she was able to bear children. “For nothing is impossible with God.” Echoes there of the promise given to the founder of the Jewish people, Abraham, who was told by God in a similar situation to Elizabeth, “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” To those who would object that this kind of thing is impossible, unscientific, I would simply like to say that the Creator of the whole Universe can surely step into his creation and create a single sperm. The fact that it has only happened once does not make it an impossibility.



The response of Mary, when her questions have been answered, is one of total and unconditional faith and obedience to the call of God through the angel Gabriel. She doesn’t have all the answers, but she has been given sufficient to base her response of faith on.



May we now consider what the Lord would have us learn from these words. I would like us first of all to consider the area of children, fertility and infertility, because the world is now a more complex place than when Mary made her step of faith. Then, I would like us to look at the place of blessing in our lives and what that word and concept might mean for us and for our church.



Being a liberated male, I do get to help with the household chores, which include doing the shopping. Going around Booth’s one day a few years ago , I heard, inadvertently, a rather disturbing snatch of conversation. It happened to be between two of the young women stacking the shelves, but it could just as easily have been any two young women in our society. One was asking the other if she had been for a scan yet. My first thought on hearing this was to think that there was some medical problem. It very soon became clear, however, that the second young woman was in the very early stages of pregnancy. The first asked, casually, if she was going to keep it, and the second replied that she wasn’t sure, but likely not. At that point I moved away out of earshot. I think the thing that caused me most concern and distress was the offhand, casual way that they were discussing what amounts to the killing of a an unborn baby. I don’t want to get into the debate about the ethics of abortion in this particular sermon, it is too big an issue. But it simply pointed out very clearly to me the huge gulf between the view of children as being a gift of God, and the family as his means of giving them the love and security that they need to grow and prosper, and the way our society often sees them as an intrusion and an inconvenience, interfering with what we see as our right to do with our lives whatever we please.



At the other end of the scale, as it were, medical scientists have now made it possible to investigate the causes of infertility and offer many women the opportunity to conceive and bear children. This comes at a price, of course. Women receive massive doses of hormones which cause physical and emotional problems. There is the risk of multiple births, with the consequent risk to the children. Many viable foetuses are not used and discarded. There is always the possibility that the treatment won’t work, with all the emotional problems that that entails. The whole area of infertility is still very much a taboo area, and couples who are unable to have children, sometimes suffer insensitive and unfeeling comments, often unintentionally, from family and friends. Perhaps the church family needs to think carefully about the single people and childless couples in its midst and their needs in this area.



The problem lies, of course, with the fall and the sin that has warped and twisted what God created good. The bearing of children is part of the original purpose and blessing of God for men and women in the partnership of marriage. It is worth noting that after the fall, one specific area that is mentioned as being affected is that area of childbearing. Genesis chapter 2 verse 16, “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children.”  We rightly celebrate the birth of a new child and welcome them into the family of the church in the service of Baptism. But we have to grapple with the reality that for many this will not be an option, and seek to make sure that they don’t feel excluded and undervalued because of this. For those who have had a termination of a pregnancy, there needs to be an attempt to understand the reasons that have led to that and not a blanket condemnation. Compassion and care don’t imply an acceptance of what is increasingly becoming the norm in our society.



May we move on to look at the place of blessing in our lives and what that word and concept might mean for us and for our church. Several times in the verses following the passage that we had read, the idea of blessing is mentioned. The angel spoke to Mary to tell her that she was highly favoured and blessed. When Mary visited Elizabeth, she used the word twice of Mary. In her song of praise, Mary herself says that all generations will call her blessed.


 
We use the word, perhaps in our conversation, more likely in our prayers, asking God that he will bless this person or that person. What do we mean when we use the word, what idea and concept do we have behind the prayer? I have to confess that I have been guilty of a lack of clarity in my thinking about this and one good thing about preparing a sermon is that you have to think these things through more carefully. Mary was given sufficient insight and understanding by the angel into the task that the Lord was calling her to, but not by any means the whole picture. The blessing that was to come to Mary, was that she would face the gossip and condemnation of her neighbours when her pregnancy became obvious. She would have the worry of explaining to Joseph what had happened and the probability that he would not accept her story. Only by an angelic visit of his own was he convinced of the truth of her story. She would have to travel on a donkey the length of the country and give birth in a stable. She would have the anxiety of having to flee as a refugee to Egypt. She would see her son develop and grow in understanding and spiritual maturity. She was led to wonder and ponder in her heart when he was inadvertently left behind in Jerusalem at the age of twelve. She saw him develop into a man who plied his trade as carpenter in his father’s business, presumably taking it over when his father died, although we are not told this detail. But what price the blessing when he was executed as a common criminal on a Roman cross. True, her son made sure that her needs were looked after, as one of his disciples was asked to care for her. The blessing was reawakened when the reality of the resurrection became clear. Do you get the point that I am trying to make? Blessing doesn’t mean freedom from problem and difficulty, doesn’t mean that we are wrapped up in some kind of spiritual cotton wool, immune from all harm and attack from the evil one. Blessing means that we are kept and sustained in every situation, whether easy and comfortable, traumatic and terrifying or any of the miriad states in between. Blessing means that we are realistic about ourselves and the world in which we live, so that we don’t overestimate our own strength and try to do things in that strength. Rather, we learn to trust and lean on the God who knows us through and through and still wants to use us in his service.



Mary heard the angel say, “Nothing is impossible with God.” She responded by giving over her life to that God of the impossible. “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” In that giving over of her life, in leaning on and trusting in God in all the problems that would follow, she discovered what it was to experience the blessing of God. For some years now I have prayed the prayer of Moses for myself, for my wife Rita and for those close to me. “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face towards you and give you peace.” I have been guilty of using the prayer almost as an attempt to put a spiritual cocoon around those I have been praying for. I hope that I can now pray this prayer with a greater understanding of the true nature of the blessing that God wants to give us. It means that we release those we pray for with confidence into the hands of the Almighty God, whose love for them far exceeds our puny attempts. The blessing may take paths that we would not choose or even contemplate, but that is the only and best path.

