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New Jerusalem Luther Church Cindy Baskin
Advent 4-B, December 24, 2017 
Texts: 2 Sam 7:1-11, 16; Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26; Romans 16:25-27; Luke 1:26-38

Theme: The World Is about to Turn
Scripture: Then Mary said, "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according

to your word." (Luke 1:38a)  

* * * * * * *

Today we have that infrequent occurrence when Advent IV coincides with Christmas Eve – when
December 24  falls on a Sunday. Most of us by now probably have our Christmas celebrationsth

pretty well planned. There may be a few last minute gifts to wrap, but we know who’s coming to
dinner or where we’re going, and we’ve methodically crossed most things off our “to do” list. We
hope there will be no disturbing surprises or, as one hotel chain has put it, “The best surprise is
no surprise.” Christmas is almost here and most of us don’t want any “out-of-left-field” surprises
– not today! Well, if this is what you’re hoping, then you may find today’s Gospel very unsettling
for in it we meet a God whose activity is very surprising, paradoxical, and completely out of
whack with our human expectations. 

At first, this familiar story reads like a fairytale or a fantasy. We hear about a young girl –
probably 12-14 years old – from a small rural town who is going about the normal routines of her
everyday life. Then one day, Mary suddenly finds herself in the presence of an angel who
announces that she is favored by God. To say the least, this surprising encounter is sudden,
unexpected, and disturbing. Mary is understandably perplexed and frightened when the angel
Gabriel announces to her that she will bear a son who will be called “the Son of the Most High,”
the one who will sit “on the throne of his ancestor David” and of whose kingdom “there will be no
end.” Gabriel has just turned Mary’s life and the world upside down!

How do you respond to announcements that will radically change your life, your expectations,
and your future?

It seems that whenever God calls a person in the Bible to action, the call is unsettling. The call
never seems to be EXPECTED, nor does it come as a REQUEST. Mary did not receive advance
notice of Gabriel’s imminent visit. And when Gabriel proceeds to tell Mary that she is going to
become pregnant, he doesn't ask her how she feels about it. He does not ask her if she has any
suggestions; in fact, he doesn't ask her for any input at all. That can be very disconcerting to us
contemporary, 21  century Americans for we value freedom of speech and personal autonomy.st

We want the right to have our say about everything. 

Unfortunately, the bible usually describes God as coming to individuals “out-of-the-blue,” quite
unannounced, and without asking for our input. Those of us who have been reading The Story
have seen this pattern repeated over and over. Remember Abraham, who is told by God to get up
and move from his home to a land that I will show you, taking his family and belongings with
him: no map; no clarity about what this land will be like; just a call to go and trust God for
guidance (Genesis 12:1-4). But this nomadic migrant will become the father of the Covenant
people of Israel when he answers God’s call.

Consider Moses. He has fled from Egypt and is comfortably sitting on the side of a mountain
tending sheep, until he sees a bush that’s on fire but is not consumed. Then a voice speaks from
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that bush and orders him to go back to Egypt, confront King Pharaoh, and lead the enslaved
Israelites out of bondage to freedom. (Exodus 3:10). This sheep-tending herdsman is about to
become a great prophet and liberator of an enslaved people, but he didn’t exactly volunteer for
the position!

And let’s not forget David – the subject of our first scripture reading today from II Samuel and
the subject of our study in The Story earlier this month. David was the youngest in a family of 8
boys, but it didn’t even dawn on David’s father to call this young shepherd boy in from the fields
when the prophet Samuel shows up to examine and then anoint the next king of Israel from one of
Jesse’s sons. But God has a different plan and this sling-toting shepherd boy would grow into a
great military leader and become a king who would unite the people of Israel into a nation.

This pattern of God intervening in human affairs in surprising ways can be found throughout the
Old and New Testaments and continues right up through today. And yes, encountering this God,
who often comes to us unexpectedly, can be very unsettling! It can be very disturbing to
encounter a God who doesn't bother with staff meetings, suggestion boxes, or E-mail. And like,
Mary, most of us too will be perplexed and perhaps frightened when we hear God calling us.

In today’s gospel reading, Gabriel comes and stands before the young Mary, upon whose answer
he, and God, and the whole creation now depend. In his book, Peculiar Treasures, Frederick
Buechner imaginatively writes of Gabriel's meeting with Mary. Buechner writes:

[Gabriel] told her what the child was to be named, and who he was to be, and something
about the mystery that was to come upon her. "You mustn't be afraid, Mary," he said. 

As he said it, he hoped she wouldn't notice that beneath the great, golden wings he
himself was trembling with fear to think that the whole future of creation hung now on the
answer of a girl.   1

There are plenty of biblical narratives where people do say “No” to God’s call. What’s remarkable
is that Mary doesn’t say “no” but “yes” to God. Mary may have been young, but she was no fool
and knew that an unmarried, pregnant woman could at best expect humiliation and at worse,
death by stoning as that was the Mosaic law for being an adulteress. She would have known she
would likely face cruel gossip and become the butt of rude jokes about her state. And she could
certainly expect the son she would bear would be branded a “bastard.” Nonetheless, she hears the
word of the angel concerning what God wants to do in and through her. She responds with
fundamental trust and openness. She trusts in the Divine Promise. She believes that when Gabriel
tells her, "The Lord is with you," it means exactly that – the Lord really is with her! So Mary
takes a “leap of faith” and says “YES” to God: "Let it be to me according to your word."  And as
a result, “the world is about to turn”!

Martin Luther once said that three miracles occurred at Christ's nativity: first, God became
human; second, a virgin conceived; and third, Mary believed. For Luther, the greatest of these
three miracles was the last one – that Mary believed.  "Let it be to me according to your word."  2
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Tonight we will gather to celebrate God's incredible surprise on our behalf: the coming of the Son
as a human being; the Word becoming flesh and dwelling among us; God’s surprising intervention
into human affairs. But as we enter this Christmas season, Mary’s story should challenge us. How
will you and I respond when God unexpectedly calls to us? Phyllis MacLay has written:

“What if, as we go about our chores, the Word of God comes to us, ‘Greetings, favored
one!  God is with you’? What if we suddenly discover a new challenge to be met? What if
God calls us to a new obedience? What if a bit of news on TV comes to challenge our
complacency? What if?”3

What if, indeed! How will we respond?  

Throughout this past year at New Jerusalem I have witnessed many of you who have certainly
responded to God’s call as did Mary: "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me
according to your word" (Luke 1:38a). I watched 25 five-gallon buckets get funded and then
filled with cleaning supplies to be sent to those suffering from hurricane damage last August – and
all in less than two weeks! In September I observed an historic building in Lovettsville, the AME
chapel/school, get scraped and repainted by members of this congregation. I’ve witnessed
numerous individuals commit time and energy to reach out to children at a summer VBS program
in June and then again later at an Oktoberfest booth. New up-to-date video equipment was
purchased and installed to enhance the discipleship formation of both youth and adults in our
education programs at NJLC – and that project was completed in less than three weeks. The 2017
Annual Report for this congregation demonstrates the many ways in which people here have
responded to the call of God, whether it be through using their skills in construction, property
maintenance, teaching, singing, construction, or serving the community through the Food Pantry
and other ways. Many have responded with “Yes” to the call of God, as did Mary, and the world
indeed begins to turn!

In this coming season, will we say “yes” to God and then trust that God truly is with us as did
Mary? If we do so, the world will begin to turn, the theme in today’s Hymn of the Day. Please
stand and join in singing the Canticle of the Turning as found printed in your service bulletin.

Hymn of the Day: Canticle of the Turning


