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In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 

Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of 

David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, 

favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words 

and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not 

be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive 

in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He 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. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and 

of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, 

since I am a virgin?” The 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. And 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. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then 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. 

 

* * * * * * 

 

I am a baby boomer.    

 

I know, some of you are thinking, “That can’t be, he’s too young to be a baby boomer.” But yes, 

my birth year falls between 1946 and 1964. It’s a wide span of years. While I am a younger 

member of the boomer generation, I am, nonetheless, a boomer. 

 

Boomers are the generation that coined the phrase “Never trust anyone over 30.” And we are the 

generation known for questioning everything. 

 

Now, I know that many of my fellow boomers do not fit within the stereotypes of our generation.   

I do. If memory serves me correctly—which you know is iffy—the first bumper sticker I affixed 

to the back bumper of the 1971 Olds 98 that was handed down to me was one that read 

“Question Authority.”     
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And before I was a parent, I did, on more than one occasion, celebrate a birth with the gift of a 

newborn onesie with the words “question authority” printed on it. I gave that up after I became a 

parent myself. 

 

In this month of December, we have been preaching a series of sermons on what it means to be 

followers of a down-to-earth God. We’ve talked about Down to Earth Love, Humility, and 

Lifestyle. And now, today, on the Sunday before Christmas, the topic is obedience. And this 

boomer among the clergy staff is preaching. 

 

* * * * * * 

 

If you are not a boomer, not one generationally inclined to question authority, to resist 

obedience, then perhaps you’ve had an experience of church or have ideas about religion that 

make you nervous about where this sermon may go. 

 

As Rachel Billups, one of the co-authors of our Advent Study, Down to Earth, observes: “Many 

times, at church we heard Thou shalt not more than we heard about the grace of Jesus, creating 

the belief for some of us that religion or faith is mostly about strict obedience or adherence to a 

set of rules and regulations.” 

 

She continues: “I’ve heard…horror stories about people who have struggled with faith because 

of the rules and regulations force-fed to them at church or by ‘religious’ parents. The rules and 

regulations become overwhelming, and those folks turn away from faith…”1 

 

And then there are the historical examples of the church’s insistence on obedience. Think 

Galileo, who looked at the moon and stars and dared to propose that the earth was not the center 

of the universe, but that the earth orbited the sun. Such thinking was contrary to the church’s 

teaching, and Galileo was brought before the Roman Inquisition, where he was forced to recant.  

Because he dared to question, to posit a theory contrary to the church’s teaching, he spent the 

rest of his life under house arrest. 

 

Obedience and the church, religion and obedience: there are good reasons why putting the two 

together may make more than just boomers uncomfortable.  

 

* * * * * * 

 

But—but—what if obedience is not about compliance, not about strict conformance to the Thou 

shalt nots; what if obedience is not about blind adherence to tradition? Instead, what might it 

look like to redefine obedience in the context of faith as being not about fear and punishment, but 

about responding to God’s faith in us with a yes? What if obedience is about a yes, a yes to the 

giving of ourselves to grace, to love, to God’s good intention for our lives? 

 

Mary, Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary whose story we’ve heard about in our scripture for today, 

offers us a model for what obedience as a yes, a yes to God, looks like.  
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I was raised United Methodist, Methodist, Protestant, a branch of the church where Mary is not 

really a celebrated figure. Sure, we’d read about her at Christmas, but compared to the role Mary 

plays in the Roman Catholic Church, the Mary of my religious experience was a minor player. 

John the Baptist. Jesus. Paul. Peter. James. Martin Luther. John Wesley. Charles Wesley.  

Francis Asbury. These were the major players of the faith I learned about growing up. Do you 

notice anything about them? 

 

Yea, all men. Rosemary Radford Ruether, a female Catholic Theologian who taught at Garrett-

Evangelical Theological Seminary, a Methodist school, wrote a book in the late 1970s titled, 

Mary – The Feminine Face of the Church.2 A central thesis of the book is that a reexamination of 

Mary, a reexamination grounded in biblical scholarship, has much to offer the Protestant church. 

   

The greeting of the Angel Gabriel to Mary, the greeting we hear in the scripture we read, is one 

of affirmation: “Hail, O favored one, the Lord is with you.”    

 

Mary is often portrayed as being meek, mild, submissive. That is not how the angel greets her.   

She is blessed. Favored. One with whom God is present. 

   

The scripture says that Gabriel’s greeting troubled Mary, giving her pause, as she considered 

what sort of greeting this might be. Why would such a greeting trouble her? Proclamations of 

grace can be troubling.     

 

“Hail, Mary, full of grace, God is with you.”    

“Hail, Susan, full of grace, God is with you.” 

“Hail, Lee, full of grace, God is with you.” 

“Hail, Sam, full of grace, God is with you.” 

 

Who? Me? That is not what the world has said about me. How is it that you can see me as 

blessed, as full of grace, as one with whom God is present? 

 

Is it any wonder that Gabriel’s greeting gave Mary pause?   

  

Into Mary’s pause, into her consideration of what this greeting might mean for her, the angel— 

perhaps sensing Mary’s reaction to such a greeting, our reaction to such a greeting—the angel 

says to Mary, “Do not be afraid…” 

 

“Do not be afraid.”   

 

I have a challenge for you. Over the next three days, as you hear the Christmas story told in its 

entirety, see how many times you hear that phrase: “Do not be afraid.”   

 

According to pastor and best-selling author Rick Warren, the admonition to “fear not” occurs 

365 times in the Bible, once for each day of the year. God is not out to get us. Too often, religion 

has portrayed God as an enforcer, the one whose rules we must obey, whose wrath we must fear.  

“Do not be afraid” is repeated again and again, in the Christmas story and in the Bible as a 

whole, because as Warren puts it, “Our hurts and hang-ups can often cause us to think that God 
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is out to get us, that all God wants to do is condemn us and punish us. But that simply isn’t 

true.”3 

 

“Do not be afraid.” 

 

Your life is not together. You are not where you think you ought to be. You are not sure of what 

or even if you believe. In the words of the traditional prayer of confession: there are things that 

you have done and spoken that you ought not to have done or spoken; there are things that you 

ought to have done or said that you did not do or say. 

 

“Do not be afraid.” 

 

There is nothing in what we know of Mary’s life to suggest that she was very different from any 

of us. She was a cousin to Elizabeth. She was engaged to Joseph. There is nothing about what we 

know of her to suggest that she was particularly righteous or pious. 

 

Based upon what we know about the ages at which women would take husbands in Jesus’ day, it 

is generally assumed that Mary was a teenager at the time of Gabriel’s visit to her.   

 

Later in the story, after Jesus has been born, when Luke tells us about Mary and Joseph’s 

presentation of Jesus in the temple, we get a hint about their life situation. According to the law 

of Moses, the sacrifice presented at the purification ritual of a first-born son is a year-old lamb 

and a young pigeon or turtledove, unless one is poor, in which case a pair of turtledoves or two 

young pigeons is acceptable, which is what Mary and Joseph presented when they brought Jesus 

to the temple.    

 

Amid her ordinary life, likely one lived on the margins, without wealth, without privilege, 

without status, an angel appears to Mary, reminding her that as a child of God she is blessed, she 

is favored, that God is with her, and that she need not fear. And then the angel makes an ask: 

“How about you bear God’s child?” 

 

It is an audacious request: Will you bear God’s child? The child you bear will be great. In fact, 

the child will reign over all of God’s realm, not just for a while, but forever and ever. 

 

Mary replies, “I don’t have a husband.” And the angel says, “Don’t worry about it. The Holy 

Spirit will take care of it. For with God, nothing will be impossible. So, Mary, what do you say?” 

 

The stereotype of Mary that would have us see her as submissive, as subservient, fails to 

appreciate that to which Mary is invited to say yes. Her yes will open her up to scorn and 

ridicule. Even more, her yes could result in her being stoned, stoned to the death, for stoning and 

death were punishments proscribed under the Law of Moses for adultery (see Deuteronomy 

22:20-21; 23-24). After all, if Joseph wasn’t the father…? 

 

And note, the question regarding Mary’s pregnancy was addressed to her, just her, and not her 

parents, or her rabbi, or any political authority. Mary, Mary, will you bear this child? And Mary 

said, “Yes. Yes. Let it be to me according to your Word.” 
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With Mary’s yes, her life changes. In the very next scene, we see her as she sets out on her own 

to visit her cousin Elizabeth in the city of Judah. She sets out on her own; no one accompanies 

her. She is a woman of courage, of strength, of independence. 

 

As Mary visits Elizabeth, she gives voice to the agenda, God’s agenda, to which she has given 

herself: to bring the mighty down from their thrones, to scatter the proud in the imagination of 

their hearts, to fill the hungry with good things and send the rich empty away.   

 

Beginning with a yes to the Angel who told her she was blessed, who told Mary that God was 

with her, who told her not to fear, who reminded her that with God nothing is impossible, the 

Mary who emerges is courageous and bold; her voice and her life ring out with justice, 

compassion, and peace.  

 

* * * * * * 

 

There is a wonderful quote from the 13th century German mystic Meister Eckart that says, “We 

are all called to be mothers of God, for God is always waiting to be born.” We are all called to be 

mothers of God, for God is always waiting to be born. 

 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, in the quote at the top of the worship bulletin, said it this way: God 

says, “I have no one except you to help me realize my dream.” “Will you help me?” says God. 

 

Rachel Billups, co-author of the Advent study many have read, asks, “Right here and right now, 

what would it mean for me, for you, to say yes to God?” 

 

During this Christmas season, there are many things that compete for our yes. What might it 

mean for us—for you, for me—to give our yes to God? To say yes to grace, to love? 

 

Perhaps your yes to God is a yes to yourself, to finding that place in which you can hear God call 

you beloved. 

 

Perhaps your yes to God is a yes to healthy boundaries, boundaries that prevent you from being 

pushed and pulled in all sorts of directions that are not good for you or for those with whom you 

share life. 

 

This Christmas, what would it mean for me, for you, to say yes to God?  

 

Might it mean developing a practice of daily devotional time, a time set aside each day to read 

scripture, pray, and be silent? 

 

Might it mean saying yes to taking control of your finances, by signing up to participate in a 

course like Financial Peace University? 

 

Might it mean saying yes to your family and children by signing up for the Love and Logic 

parenting class that starts in January? 
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This Christmas, what might it mean for us to give our yes to God, to grace, to love? 

 

Perhaps you have been sensing God’s call to greater generosity. Perhaps you have been sensing a 

call to a ministry. 

 

During our Service of Hope this week, our speaker spoke of the times in her own life when hope 

was what sustained her. One of the challenges she told about was the struggle of her family with 

addiction, and she offered testimony to the power of a 12-step program to return her family’s life 

to sanity. 

 

Step 1 comes when we admit we cannot save ourselves; Step 2 is about acknowledging a need 

for a power greater than ourselves to save us; and Step 3 involves deciding to turn our will and 

our lives over to the care of God as we understand God. Saying yes to God and turning one’s life 

over to the care of God. 

 

* * * * * * 

 

“Karen, full of grace, God is with you.”   

“Sarah, full of grace, God is with you.” 

“Dick, full of grace, God is with you.” 

“Matt, full of grace, God is with you.” 

 

Do not be afraid. God knows you are not perfect. God knows where and how you are a mess. Do 

not be afraid. Do not be afraid. God’s intention for you is good. God created you for good. You 

are a part of God’s good plan for the world. 

 

And God is able. With God, nothing is impossible.  

 

Will you be obedient? What if obedience is about responding to God’s faith in us with a yes? 

 

In this Christmas season, how you will say yes to God, to love, to grace? What might it mean for 

you to give your yes to God and turn your will and your life over to the care of the God made 

known to us in the one whose birth we celebrate?  

 

Christmas is almost here. How will you say yes?  

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Slaughter, Mike and Billups, Rachel.  Down to Earth. Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2016, pages 92-93.  
2 Ruether, Rosemary Radford. Mary - The Feminine Face of the Church. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Westminster 

Press, 1977 
3 As cited in https://www.christianpost.com/news/rick-warren-why-god-encourages-christians-to-fear-not-365-

times-in-the-bible.html 

https://www.christianpost.com/news/rick-warren-why-god-encourages-christians-to-fear-not-365-times-in-the-bible.html
https://www.christianpost.com/news/rick-warren-why-god-encourages-christians-to-fear-not-365-times-in-the-bible.html

