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There is always a temptation, and arguably even a helpful compulsion to relate to the characters in Bible 
stories and to put yourself in their place, to wonder how you might react if the same things happened to you. 
As someone who has fairly recently given birth, I may be guilty of somewhat over-identifying with Mary this 
year. That said, I have to confess that my honest reaction, even just reading the story, is very different to 
Mary’s. It may be that the stresses and privations of 2020 have made me more than usually fighty, but my 
reaction to the male Gabriel’s message and the male Evangelist’s cheerful description of its delivery is 
incandescent rage. How dare these men call Mary, favoured? And tell her she is blessed? Have they been 
pregnant? Gone through labour? Watched their child be executed? No, they have not. There is some seriously 
tough stuff in Mary’s future and this passage merrily ignores the lot of it.  

Perhaps though, Patriarchy aside, there are some good reasons for not focusing on future hardships at this 
stage in the story. If instead we look at Mary’s reaction to Gabriel’s message, we may find reassurance in our 
questioning, encouragement for the hardships that are in our future and a challenge for our response to 
God’s message. 

So let’s dive in. Our passage today opens with some exposition. Luke helpfully tells us who Mary is, her 
current location, her marital status, and finally her name. But the first we hear of Mary’s thoughts and feelings 
is after Gabriel has popped up in her house and announced that she is God’s favoured one. Mary is “much 
perplexed and wondered what kind of a greeting this might be” which is fair. As far as she knows she is just an 
ordinary woman living an ordinary life. Nothing about her  current situation would suggest that she is 
unusually blessed or well-regarded. Many of us would perhaps say the same thing. We are by and large, 
ordinary people, not especially rich, not especially powerful,  not especially talented, not especially famous, 
not especially good, kind or generous. But that doesn’t mean that we are not favoured by God. God does not 
pick his servants based on their wealth or their power, or even quite frankly their skill or virtue. In fact we 
often see him rejecting the rich and powerful and the outwardly virtuous in favour of the poor, the weak, and 
the self-confessed sinners. There is nobody too lowly for God to use, we see here that for the most important 
of his works he uses someone that the educated elite of the time didn’t really consider to even be worthy of 
naming. So if you are thinking, well, whatever plans God has in store for 2021 he can’t need me. Then think 
again, he does. There may be a vaccine, but 2021 is still going to be a difficult year and God is going to need 
every last one of us to do our part in making sure that his Kingdom continues to break through. What that 
may look like is going to be different for everyone. For some the best thing we can do is stay at home to 
protect others, with Christmas coming we may find that particularly hard right now, but hey, at least you’re 
not 13 and pregnant in a country and period in history without access to adequate healthcare. Others have 
may more demanding jobs to perform, volunteering for local support groups or charities, giving money to any 
one of the many charities that need it right now, paid work as one of our essential workers or as the person 
that provides for your family. Many of us are also called to take a stand for justice, if you haven’t already leant 
your support to the Reset the debt campaign led by the Joint Public Issues Team for example, that is a task 
that you can perform right now, whilst still half listening to this sermon. There is something that each one of 
us can do to serve God’s Kingdom, you are enough, you are favoured by God, you can do this.  

If you’re still wondering and questioning whether what you have to offer is really useful or whether any of my 
suggestions just now   would really make a difference, then there is Good News in the passage for you. 
You’re not alone. Mary, God’s favoured child, also has a few questions, or concerns about how she is going to 
fulfil her role as the Mother of God. Namely, she’s a virgin, and she may be young, but she knows that will 
make it pretty hard for her to conceive a child. So if you’re still wondering if you can really do something, or 
whether it wouldn’t be better for someone else to do it instead, maybe you don’t have the time, you can’t 
spare the money, you don’t know enough about the situation, that’s ok. Take a leaf out of Mary’s book and 



start asking questions. They can be as obvious as you like, Mary certainly doesn’t sugar coat hers. Of course, 
we don’t often get the luxury of an Angel messenger to give us the straight answers, but we have each other, 
we have the Bible, we have time we can spend in prayer and contemplation. Ask the question, listen for the 
answer. See what happens. In Mary’s case, the answer, as Gabriel explains it, is that the Holy Spirit will come 
upon her. There is good evidence throughout the New Testament that Holy Spirit does not just come upon 
people to help them conceive. It also helps them to preach, to evangelise, to heal the sick, to comfort the 
weary, to share what they have with their neighbours and community, to speak truth to power. So one 
answer may be that the Holy Spirit comes and gives you the strength you need to do the task set before you. 
Another might, be a phone call from a friend asking if you can help with a project. It might be a text from the 
NHS asking you to attend an appointment to get a vaccination. It might be that another commitment that was 
taking up your time ceases to be a concern. There are lots of ways that God could choose to answer your 
questions, if you just choose to listen, and to borrow a phrase, stay alert. 

So you get the reassurance you need and you start down the path that you believe God has set out for you. 
That’s great, but as with Mary that doesn’t mean it will be easy. In the short term and the long term we are all 
likely to come up against difficulties as we try to do God’s work in the world. Some of those difficulties and 
problems will be similar to those which Mary faced: fears about social stigma, about standing out or being 
different, fear of pain whether physical or emotional, worries about financial security. They may be more 
specific to you or to the world we now live in, worries about job security and careers, the ongoing effects of 
climate change, increased debt and reduced social safety nets, a global pandemic coming seemingly out of 
nowhere and knocking the whole world for six for over a year. I don’t know, I can’t tell you the future. But 
what I can tell you is what the Angel Gabriel tells Mary: “Nothing is impossible for God”. That isn’t in any way 
a promise that things will be fine, uncomplicated and pain free. Let’s remember that Mary will end up giving 
birth in a stable without the benefit of any kind of pain relief, losing her 12 year old son for three days in 
Jerusalem, and as I said earlier, will finally see him executed. But still Mary is called blessed and favoured. Still 
she will sing the Magnificat as she goes to visit her cousin Elizabeth.  Still she will treasure the stories and 
prophecies of her son in her heart. This is because, in the end, Mary believes what the angel is telling her, and 
keeps her faith in the God of her ancestors, the God who has blessed women like her cousin Elizabeth and 
Hannah, the mother of the great prophet Samuel. She remembers what many of you already know, that 
having a child, any child is a wonderful blessing, and that by and large the joy is worth the pain. Mary sings out 
the Magnificat, and as she does she is bringing together snatches of songs from the Hebrew Scriptures, the 
Psalms, the song of Hannah and others. She is placing herself, perhaps for the first time in the Great Story of 
God’s people. She remembers the other stories, all those other ordinary people that God has called up and 
done amazing things with, for and through. She realises, and perhaps we might too that nothing is impossible 
for God. He can bring down mighty rulers, he can humble the proud, he can feed the hungry and he is 
merciful, not just to the descendants of Abraham, but to everyone.  

So where does that leave her? And where does it leave us? Well it leaves Mary saying to the Angel Gabriel, 
Here I am the servant of the Lord. And hopefully that’s where we will end up as well. Doing God’s work, being 
the person who stays at home, who gives sacrificially, who speaks up for justice, who brings God’s Kingdom to 
Earth, is not easy or simple, it never has been. But it can be and is done by ordinary people just like you and 
me. People who didn’t understand, who asked why me? Or how can I do it? Or wouldn’t someone else be 
better? People who listened for the answer and thought about what it meant. People who heard God’s word 
in the words of his messengers throughout the years, who heard and trusted that nothing is impossible for 
God, all things are possible through Christ. Ordinary people just like us, who had faith and let the Holy Spirit 
come upon them. This Christmas let us be the servants of the Lord, let us be ordinary people who together 
with God can do extraordinary things.  

 


