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Several years ago, when I was serving a church out in the countryside near Lansing, our ministry 

team decided to host a Trunk or Treat event for Halloween. While our church was in town, half 

of the population was outside of the town on farms throughout the area. It worked wonderfully as 

adults decorated the trunks of their cars while parents and children came from throughout the 

surrounding townships to visit our parking lot as we passed out candy. We even had a warming 

station inside with hot cocoa, cider, donuts, games, and songs. It was a great hit every year I 

served in that rural community. 

I’ll never forget, however, the year that Ben brought his wife and children for our Trunk or Treat 

event. Ben wasn’t a member of our church or anyone I had known from town before. When he 

found out that I was the pastor, he wanted to come up and chat with me. Introducing himself, he 

said, “I just want to thank you for hosting this event every year. This is such a great event and 

we’ve been coming for the past couple of years. If our kids were trick or treating near our house, 

they’d only get a couple of stops in, but they come here and have a great time.” 

I told Ben how much joy it had given us to do this event. I then invited him to stop inside for a 

cup of coffee and some treats. Ben said, “Thanks, Pastor, but if I go in there, your roof is likely 

to come crashing down. I’ll send the kids in, but I had better stay out here.” 

I looked at Ben and said, “There are plenty of people here every week that could make that roof 

come crashing down sooner than you, if that were the case. Besides, we’re looking to build a 

new building and you just might help us to get it done a little quicker if some money comes in 

from an insurance claim.” We both laughed as Ben walked away. 

About fifteen minutes later, I went inside to warm up and saw Ben sitting there as his kids were 

over singing songs with one of our children’s ministry leaders. He had a cup of coffee and a 

donut alongside of his wife. I said, “Hey, Ben, it looks like the roof held up.” He said, “I haven’t 

been in there yet” as he pointed towards the sanctuary from the fellowship hall. 

Have you ever known someone like Ben? Everyone seems to know a Ben or two in their lives, 

don’t they? In fact, there may even be a few Bens among us during worship on any given 

Sunday. Perhaps it’s even safer for them online—in their own minds, at least. Maybe some of us 

are even there from time to time in our own lives. We invite people to join us at church, but 

hesitations come in when folks wonder whether church is a place where they’re fully accepted by 
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church folk, or even by God. Would God really love us fully if God knew all about us, or would 

the roof come crashing down? 

I didn’t struggle so much with a fear of the roof crashing in when I was younger, but I do 

remember when I first started to hear my call to ministry. My pastor, the Rev. Faye McKinstry, 

was the first clergywoman to serve our local church. Early on, she could sense God’s call in my 

life and would ask me from time to time, “Elbert, have you ever thought about going into 

ministry?” I’d often say, “Well, I have, but I don’t know if I’m good enough for that. I’d have to 

be better before I could do something like that.” 

Faye would always respond, “Well, if you’re waiting around to be good enough, you’ll be 

waiting a long time. God doesn’t call you because you’re good enough but because God can use 

you and your gifts right now. And God will give you what you need along the way.” 

April Casperson, one of the authors of our Advent study guide, Almost Christmas: A Wesleyan 

Advent Experience, suggests that part of our struggle is understanding the truly irrational nature 

of God’s unconditional love for us. She says that we tend to approach our life of faith, and even 

the Church itself, unable to be completely honest about who we are. There are such great 

expectations that we think that God has for us and that people of faith have for one another that 

we find ourselves wondering if God could really love us if God knew the fullness of who we are. 

Like Ben, we’re worried about what might happen if we found ourselves in the presence of God 

and somehow our holiness did not match what we’ve understood God’s expectations to be. So, 

instead, we hold back from offering the whole of who we are to God and to one another because 

we always feel somewhat separated from God and one another. 

When the archangel Gabriel visited Mary, she was quite young and betrothed to Joseph, a 

carpenter, who didn’t have much, himself. Remember, following Jesus’ birth, they offered the 

offering of the poor at the temple. Even still, Gabriel approaches Mary, saying, “Greetings, 

favored one! The Lord is with you.” It’s no wonder she is left to ponder what type of greeting 

this might be. Her life didn’t seem to exemplify anything of favor at that time. People who have 

found favor in God’s sight live much better off than she was at the time. 

Yet, Gabriel reinforced his message, saying, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor 

with God.” Then he went on to explain how she would give birth to a son and would call him 

“Jesus.” 

One of my favorite places to visit in the Holy Land is the Basilica of the Annunciation in 

Nazareth. The church is said to be built over the site where Gabriel spoke this message to Mary. 

When you enter the church, you can walk down a set of steps to the grotto, or cave, where there 

is a candle that constantly burns on the altar there. There’s no way to know for sure whether this 

is the exact spot, but each time I’ve walked down there, I can’t help but to sense what that visit 

must have been like for Mary. 

Not only was it tremendously terrifying to hear a word from God when an average human being 

wonders whether you’re somehow holy enough to stand in the presence of God, but also the 

message itself was not so comforting. In that day, women in Mary’s predicament would not only 

be cut off from her betrothed, but from her own family, as well. Could you imagine what might 

become of her as a pregnant, unwed mother in a culture that stoned women for infidelity? 



3 

 

There was much at stake here for Mary when Gabriel comes to visit. In a moment of pause, Mary 

asks, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” I’m not sure that Gabriel’s answer that this is God’s 

doing brings much comfort. Who’s going to believe this story? There’s so much to process. Is 

this how God acts in the lives of people; in such a way that her own life could be lost in this 

process? 

On the other hand, Mary hears Gabriel’s words and offers herself up to God. She risks her life 

and separation from Joseph, her family, and her community. If no one believes her, she’s on her 

own if she survives. Yet, she offers the whole of who she is to God in that moment, saying, 

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” 

Love, for Mary, is about offering all of herself to God. Body, soul and spirit, she gives herself 

over to God, yielding to what God might do in and through her for the whole world. In the 

orthodox church, Mary is referred to as theotokos, a Greek word which means “God-bearer,” 

because she is the one who says “Yes” to bearing God’s very presence into the world. Mary will 

give birth to “Love” in the flesh. 

In this season, we talk about all the things that we love. Children love the latest toy that is out. 

We love the lights and sounds of Christmas. We love the famous dishes or cookies that our 

families make only at this time of the year. We love the Christmas trees and the decorations that 

make us feel the spirit of this season. These are all types of an “almost love.” They make us feel 

good inside for a time, but they are not all encompassing of who we are and what we might offer. 

The love that Mary witnesses, however, is a love that gives her whole being. It is more than an 

“altogether love.” This type of love requires our consent to offer up ourselves. It’s the love that 

God witnesses in Jesus who comes among us as God’s very presence and gives his whole self. 

This is the type of love that has the power to transform the world. 

This past week, we saw witnesses to this type of love as people came to donate 78 pints of blood 

in our Christian Life Center. Thirty of those were first time donors who responded to the call to 

help out by giving themselves up for others. We already have 43 signed up for our next blood 

drive in February. About half of our donors this time were people from our community and not 

necessarily connected to our church. This is how God works among you. There’s something 

attractive when we authentically offer the whole of who we are. We believe that authentic piece 

is a witness to love. 

About a year ago, I told you the story of a young boy at Micah 6 up in Pontiac who wanted to be 

an engineer. Like many of his classmates, he needed tutoring if he was going to be successful, let 

alone be an engineer. Bob Feldmaier, a retired engineer, and now the chairperson of our Hunger 

Ministry, went to Pontiac and became his tutor and mentor. Bob and so many others gave their 

time and lives to pour love, teaching, and care into that young man. Bob answered God’s call to 

give himself to this ministry along with others. 

The other week, I spoke with one of our Mission team members who shared with me that the 

young man that Bob tutored, who really struggled with math, is now outpacing the kids in his 

own class. When we give ourselves over to God as an act of love, God can transform the world. 
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Perhaps our Orthodox sisters and brothers have something in referring to Mary as theotokos, the 

God-bearing one. As we approach this Christmas in a world that feels so different, so separated, 

and so divided, I wonder what might happen if we opened ourselves up to how much God really 

loved us and through us seeks to love the world. Might it be that we could join Mary as those 

who bear God’s presence again and again? And might an altogether Christmas be something we 

live out each day of the year? “For nothing is impossible with God.” 

 


