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This morning we meet up with the Angel Gabriel again. His voice, his message isn’t really that different than what we heard from him last Sunday. To briefly recap, last Sunday we listened in as Gabriel shared with the priest Zechariah that despite their old age, Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth would finally welcome a son into their family. This long awaited child would turn out to be John the Baptist. And while it was not spelled out last week, Gabriel makes it clear today that John and Jesus are cousins. As I said, today’s message from the angel is similar to last week; Mary you will have a son. Now there are a few noticeable differences from the get go. Mary hasn’t exactly been pining away for a child. In fact, she has probably not given it much thought at all, as she is unmarried at this point in the story. And times were different back then, very different. Good girls only had babies after they were married. So yes, Mary’s circumstances are different, but the message is the same; you will bear a son. And as last week, the angel Gabriel pronounces the name this child will have; Jesus. 

But the stories begin to take different paths after the angel’s voice is heard. Zechariah comes into a time of imposed silence. Gabriel tells Zechariah that he needs some quiet time, since he doubted the message. If you recall, Zechariah asked “how will I KNOW this will happen?” To which I think Gabriel probably thought “What do you mean, HOW will you KNOW? I’m telling you, that’s HOW you know!” I bet Gabriel was a bit exasperated with Zach. Today, Mary asks a question, too. But her question does not question the reliability of the message or the messenger. Her question does not doubt that this will happen. Her question runs along the lines of “HOW will this happen?” Knowing her own personal chastity, she is simply asking the logistics, not questioning the validity. There is a huge difference. And Gabriel gives her a straightforward answer. Well, straightforward if you are a heavenly being accustomed to being in direct communication with God! And so it is this difference in reference point of the question that takes our stories on two different paths. Zechariah wants verification, Mary wants methodology. 

But I think there is a lot more going on in Mary than simply asking ‘how’. As we move through the text, we see Mary’s reactions even before she asks her question. Gabriel arrives with a welcome that declares that God has found favor with Mary, that God is with Mary. And right there, Mary starts to puzzle what is going on. Luke tells us she is troubled by the angel’s greeting and wonders or ponders what Gabriel is up to. There is conflict in her heart and in her mind. There is confusion and wonder at the same time. Her confusion grows after Gabriel delivers his message, and so she asks her question “how?” We can hear the bewilderment in her question. Gabriel gives the details, and also shares the news of Elizabeth, who is now 6 months pregnant. And then we have Mary’s famous response “let it be done to me as you have said.”

The danger I have seen over the years is that we hold up this last declaration of Mary’s as proof positive of what a pious and eager participant she was. As a child in grade school, Mary was the impossible role model, the one who answered in the affirmative to God’s crazy outlandish proposal, without a moment’s hesitation. She was the epitome of one who was peaceful and serene from the get go. You know the image; the cocked head, the hands folded in prayer, the flowing blue mantilla, the pious small smile on her face. I think she really probably looked much different in this moment with Gabriel. I picture a look of terror on her face. More like this…… Her eyes are wide and scared, her brow is furrowed in confusion, her mouth may even be gaping. My point is, her acceptance of this news from Gabriel, does not in any way imply that she is calm and serene about what is happening or what is about to happen to her. In fact I think her little acceptance speech might have been more along the lines of “Well….OK….if that’s what God wants.” 
	
Why do I think this is important? Because I think we get the idea of inner peace all mixed up. We are so used to the definition of peace from an external perspective. No war, no conflict, harmony, agreement on all sides. You know the peace I am talking about. But in my life, I have found that inner peace often looks a whole lot different than that. In fact, inner peace can mean boatloads of confusion and tension. I came slowly to this realization through the process of my divorce. Most specifically the decision to file for divorce and the immediate after effects of that decision. I was so sad. I was angry. I was in what felt like a constant state of inner turmoil. I could let myself get swayed into all kinds of stinking thinking, if I wasn’t careful. But when I would take the time to sit quietly with God, to reflect in prayer, to journal, I always came back to the same place; this was the right decision for my children and me. And I began to look at inner peace as that place amidst the confusion and heartache, that I would not change a thing. I would not change my decision, I would not change the path I was on. The definition of inner peace was to know that I would do the same thing again in the same circumstances, despite the pain. Inner peace was the confidence that no matter the discomfort or even out right pain, I was where I was supposed to be and that God was with me there.

And that is what I see in Mary today. She may not actually be too wild about what the angel’s voice has said to her. Don’t forget she still has to face Joseph. How in the world will she explain this to him? And how about the village?? All those prying ears with their wagging tongues of gossip. She knows exactly what will lie in store for her and it is not an inviting picture. And what about her own parents? Will they disown her? How in the world will she take care of this miraculous baby if Joseph cashes in on his right to denounce the marriage and her parents toss her out the door? No, the scene unfolding in Mary’s mind is by no means peaceful in the usual sense. It is filled with conflict and terror. It lacks harmony and agreement, she is sure. Who in the world will even believe her tale, if she dares to suggest this situation is not of her own doing? 

But the difference between Mary and Zechariah is that she trusts God. She does not understand. She is confused. She knows this will not be a cake walk in any way. But God has beckoned. And in her faith, she understands that God knows better than she does. She knows that God’s ways are not our ways. She knows that God is with her no matter what. And so there, in that knowing, is where her peace is found. It is not peace that is calm. It is not peace that is restful. It is not peace that is serene and lacking in all tension. It is just the opposite. But there is peace in knowing that she would do nothing else but say “yes”. There is peace in placing her life and her future, the unknown, in God’s capable hands. There is peace in the confidence that God will provide; whether that provision means that God will smooth all the rough edges out, or that God will be there in all the jagged and tearing places. And if Gabriel had told her anymore of her story to come, especially the parts that would come 33 years down the road, she would probably understand that the path would be much more rocky and rough than smooth and idyllic. The point is, none of that matters to Mary’s peace. Because her peace rests in the confidence of God. Her peace rests in knowing that her greatest goal in life is to live according to God’s will. To live, as Brother Lawrence said 400 years ago, “to become the most perfect worshiper of God we can possibly be…” For Brother Lawrence, as for Mary, the most perfect worship is perfected in ones who seek to do all for the love of God, to do all to please God, to follow only God’s will. 

So what does this tell us all this morning? What’s the message for those of us who most likely will NOT hear angels’ voices telling us we are going to have a miraculous son? I think there are a few things we can glean from Mary’s exchange with Gabriel. First off, we never can know what God is up to, what surprising and new things God will call into being. Maybe it is a new love, or a new job. Maybe an unexpected adventure awaits just around tomorrow. The point is, God dreams dreams we could never begin to imagine, God shows up in places we would never envision. And when God shows up with these wild dreams, we will be surprised, awed, and maybe a bit terrified. What…ME go to seminary?? You have to be kidding! But that surprise and terror do not have to crowd out peace. They can coexist within us. If we are constantly searching for a state of inner calm and a lack of turbulence, we may not be living life with all it has to offer us. Inner peace is accepting that this wild and crazy dream of God’s will be ok because it is God’s. I just need to take a deep breath and hang in there. I need to find my inner peace in the confidence that God is with me, that God’s ways are different than my ways. But that is ok, more than ok in fact. Inner peace may not be a lack of conflict and pain, but it should be a lack of fear that immobilizes. Fear of the unknown is not a bad thing, as long as we keep following God. Fear that immobilizes us, that roots us in our tracks, that keeps us from the new thing that God is up to, that fear has to be replaced by confidence. And that is inner peace. 

Angels’ voices; they may have the most miraculous message for us, or the most mundane. They may startle us out of our trance or be the fulfillment of longed for dreams. They always bring hope and if we can follow with confidence in God’s ability to know best, they also bring peace. Amen.




