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Sermon for Advent IV Year B 2020 
Let It Be 

 
 
Earlier this week, as I was preparing  
to lead the Meadowlands clergy bible study on the texts for this Sunday, 
I read a reflection that asked the readers to consider 
the “Gabriel-s” and “Gabriel moments in our lives. 
That is, a person or a message that break into our lives  
as holy interruptions,  
shifting the course of our lives, altering our perspectives . . . 
messages that give us hope and faith  
that nothing will be impossible with God. 
 
Now, most us may not have the kind of monumental  
“Gabriel message and moment” that Mary had . . .  
yet, I think we can all name smaller “Gabriel messages and moments.” 
Even, perhaps in 2020, a most challenging and difficult year. 
 
Divine messengers arrive at tremendously significant moments 
throughout the bible . . . from Genesis to Revelation . . .  
unexpected, sudden and unanticipated holy interruptions 
dot the landscape,  
rearranging the paths and perspectives  
of those whom they first appeared to, 
but also all of us who hear these words anew and ponder with Mary . . . 
how can this be? 
Is it possible that God can do something “impossible”  
in, with and through us? 
Even now, can God quicken faith, hope, love and joy . . . 
in the midst of the winter of our pandemic waiting? 
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Most of you know, I really don’t like shoveling snow. 
And yet . . . I had a kind of “Gabriel” moment this past week  
when our neighbor’s youngest son asked if he could help us out. 
The drudge of shoveling our driveway— 
especially the end where the driveway meets the roadway— 
unexpectedly became a delightful time of chatting with this young man 
who I had never had the opportunity to talk with  
beyond saying “hello” or “yes, you come into our yard to get your ball.” 
Suddenly, I was listening to my young neighbor talk about school  
and traveling and his huge love of baseball. 
 
At one point I found myself asking him  
if he had thought about what he wanted to be when he grew up? 
He was happy to tell me that his first choice would be  
to become a professional baseball player . . .  
his second choice was to become a doctor. 
I chuckled to myself as I thought  
about the wide range of his hopes and dreams. 
Now, tt least as long as we are living next door to each other,  
I’ll be watching and waiting to see what happens . . . 
What will happen with my young neighbor’s dreams  
about who he will be? 
 
One thing I did notice was that he had complete faith  
that “this Covid virus thing” wouldn’t last forever. 
As far as my young neighbor was concerned,  
he wasn’t just waiting for life to begin again after  
the Covid virus thing went away . . .  
he was actively “creating” and living his life now. 
 
That was a fairly powerful Gabriel moment for me . . . 
By asking him the common question,  
what do you want to be when you grow up,  
I got an answer that reminded me that some of us are still trying to 
answer that question—regardless of what age we are. 
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It got me thinking about the assumption most of us hold 
that we are responsible for creating the life we want.  
 
All we need to do is begin by looking at our relationships,  
friendships, our family and marriage,  
our jobs and careers, our education,  
our homes and the neighborhoods in which we live. 
All of these are attempts to create our life. 
And that is not necessarily wrong. 
After all, we have decisions to make and opportunities before us. 
We have hopes and dreams. 
Yet, then the difficulty comes  
when we start to believe  
and carry the burden  
that we are the ultimate creator of our life. 
 
That, it seems, is what happened to King David  
when he decided that God needed a big fine cedar house like his. 
David was convinced  
that he was the one to build a house for God. 
Until, that is, when God said . . . “No!” 
Nathan, the prophet,  
brought a “Gabriel message” to David: 
God is the builder and creator of life—yours and everyone’s; 
and God has a greater “house” plan for you, David. 
 
We all need that reminder . . .  
that God is the builder and creator of life 
and that it has been that way from the beginning. 
For in the beginning, God said and there was. 
God said let there be light and there was; 
let there be sky, dry land, earth that brings forth vegetation and teams 
with life, a sun and moon . . . 
God said, let us create humankind in our image and likeness. 
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God said let there be all these things  
and there were all those things. 
Creation is the larger context for today’s gospel. 
God speaks the creative word. 
 
Today, however,  
we also remember Mary’s words, “Let it be.” 
“Let it be with me according to your word.” 
Mary’s words, “Let it be,” echo well God’s words, “Let there be.” 
It is like an ongoing call and response between God and humanity. 
The Eternal God speaks creation into existence 
and mortal Mary says, “Amen. Let it be.” 
This is not an ending to the creation story  
but the continuation of creation  
and the beginning of our salvation. 
 
Now, just think about that for a moment. 
God says, “Let there be”  
and his words bring forth creation into the world. 
Mary says, “Let it be with me according to your word”  
and her words bring forth the Creator into the world. 
How amazing and awesome is that! 
What an amazing “Gabriel moment and message”— 
not just for Mary  
but for all of us! 
 
Now consider another “Gabriel message and moment”: 
This happened in the year 1940. 
A young black boy was walking through the street  
holding his mother’s hand.  
They were living in South Africa under the Apartheid regime. 
It was the law that a black person who passed a white person  
on the street should step aside and let the white person pass. 
The boy and his mother saw a white man approaching them. 
They prepared to step aside, when, to their surprise,  
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the white man stepped off the sidewalk and tipped his hat  
to the boy’s mother in a sign of respect and honor. 
The boy was shocked. 
He and his mother walked down the center of the side walk  
and smiled at the man.  
“Mother,” he asked, “why did that man stand aside for us  
and tip his hat? I thought white men didn’t do that?  
Why didn’t he want us to step aside?” 
“Because, my son, that man is a man of God,” his mother answered. 
“That man is a priest.” 
It was then and there  
that the little boy knew what he would do with his life.  
He, too, would become a priest. 
His name was Desmond Tutu—whom may of us know as Bishop Tutu; 
recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 for his contributions as 
a human rights advocate and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
 
Gabriel messages and moments do not have to be pronounced in words. 
Actions speak, more often than not, more loudly than words. 
 
There is a great painting of today’s gospel,  
known to many as the Annunciation of the Angel Gabriel to Mary. 
It is by the artist Henry Ossawa Tanner. 
This painting, in my estimation, holds its own with the great masters,  
for it depicts Mary in such a revealing way. 
It bares her very soul. 
 
In the painting, Mary is young, small, shrinking into a corner. 
She is wearing a dirty brown dress. 
She is sitting on a simple bed in a cave-like room with dirt walls. 
There is a pillar of bright light before her. 
This pillar of light is so vibrant that it seems to shimmer  
and almost move, but it has no visible shape. 
It is the angel Gabriel. 
Mary is gazing at this magnificence not with shame or fear,  
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but with fascination and wonder. 
But she also looks upon the angel with all humility as if she is saying, 
“How can I step aside for you?” 
It is not a position of weakness, but one of choice. One of humility. 
Mary is bowing before the glory of God. 
 
It is often the smallest acts of surrender,  
when we give up control rather than try to take it,  
that we allow God to enter the world in the most powerful ways. 
Mary did not try to seize power. 
She did not crave fame or acknowledgement. 
She simply agreed to let herself become an instrument of something 
more than herself . . .  
for a cause or reason greater than her personal wants and needs. 
She stepped aside so God could step in. 
That’s the essence of a Gabriel moment . . . a holy interruption. 
 
I’m very fond of the prayer known as “The Serenity Prayer”  
attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr. 
No doubt you will recognize these phrases of the prayer: 
God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 
courage to change the things I can, 
and the wisdom to know the difference. 
Sometimes the most holy thing that we can do is to step aside  
so that God can show us what to do. 
Sometimes the most sacred act is to accept the things we cannot change, 
for it gives God the space to step in and let his word dwell richly in us. 
 
Over and over, time after time,  
I have had to learn anew  
that God’s solutions to the human predicament  
are so wildly and profoundly more elegant, healing and fantastic  
than anything that I or any of us could imagine. 
Mary, it seems, understood this. 
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She seemed to know that her greatest joy  
was not to try to do things her way,  
but to be an instrument— 
a rusty pen or tool (as Luther would have it)— 
in God’s hands. 
All she needed to do was to step aside. 
It was her greatest joy to be of service to God . . .  
and simultaneously to be of service to the needs of humanity. 
Her humble acceptance led to the birth of our Savior, 
our Emmanuel, our God-with-us. 
 
This was not an act of weakness. 
It was an act of the greatest kind of strength. 
It takes courage to let God be God and to trust the holy interruption. 
 
In this pandemic of pain and loss and isolation, 
how I wish that I could be the one to discover a vaccine or treatment; 
that I could solve the divisions which ensnare and confound us; 
that I could heal the earth of the pollution and plastics  
that plague our earth and waterways. 
 
But much more likely,  
is that God is asking you and me  
to be the one who steps aside so that God can do these things. 
To listen. 
To see and touch our hats and honor the ones who come after us, 
the young ones who blow our minds away with their thoughtfulness,  
their zest for life and their need for Gabriel messages and moments— 
so that they witness the grace of the Lord through us  
and are inspired to share it with others. 
 
If I have learned anything in the past year, 
especially the past nine months of this pandemic,  
it is the need and value  
of being the one who reverently and humbly prays,  
“Yes. Let it be with me according to your will.” 
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Each one of us are invited to echo Mary’s words, “let it be.” 
This is not passivity. Nor is this a “que sera, sera” attitude. 
It is about being open, receptive and unafraid of vulnerability. 
 
“How can this be?” we ask. 
With these words Mary acknowledged  
that the life Gabriel announced  
is not the life she was creating for herself. 
With those words, “Let it be,”  
Mary receives the life that God is creating in her and with her. 
Between the “how can this be?” and the “let it be”  
the impossible becomes possible, even a reality. 
The never before heard of,  
will forever be spoken of. 
 
Today, you and I have heard Gabriel’s message. 
Will we let the Holy Spirit bring Christ to be born anew in each of us? 
If so, let each of us say with Mary, 
“Let it be with me according to your word.” 
 


