Homily for December 24, 2023              Luke 1. 26-38               “Confused Yet Compliant”
In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.  The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.  Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God.  You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.”   “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”  The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.  Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in her sixth month.  For nothing is impossible with God! ” “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be fulfilled.” Then the angel left her.

Of all the miracles described in Scripture, none is quite so visceral as this tale we have heard again today, this wild and wooly annunciation to this young virgin, Mary, and the news that she is going to be a mom.  This news was and is, quite literally, inconceivable.  When God desires to prove the ‘nothing is impossible for me’ status, impossibly giant waves or impossibly beautiful sunsets or impossibly majestic mountains are what we have come to expect; certainly not virgins calling for reservations at the maternity ward.  And yet, there it is, one of the great riddles of our faith, and surely one of the more contested doctrines that we espouse. A preacher could go on at quite some length here, for the subject matter is vast.  But instead, I would like to expand our thinking just a little, and offer one idea, just one, as food for thought.   


Here’s the expanded thinking part; why do we have to so devotedly limit our understanding of the word virgin?  I get the technical meaning; a virgin is someone who has not engaged in certain sexual practices, specifically the ones that might result in pregnancy.  But if you will allow that pregnancy is the process of human life coming into the world, I think we could widen our ideas about virginity quite a bit.  Biological life is one thing, but we talk about having spiritual lives, emotional lives, family lives, ethical lives, and the like.  And we talk metaphorically about birthing things into being, delivering a new idea, and so forth.  If we widen our thinking here, we will realize that everyone is a virgin in some areas.  Everyone has untried, untested, unexplored parts of mind, body, soul, and habit.  Everyone is a virgin in some ways…

Which is a good thing for God, friends.  I’m not the kind of preacher that gives little rhyming sound bites too often, but here’s a great one for today; divinity has an affinity for virginity.  Divinity has an affinity for virginity.  I’m not saying that God is a perv, or anything of the kind.  But I am saying that God is spirit, and comes into form through all of creation, and our God of limitless possibility has chosen to show that in some extraordinary ways.  So far as we know, every human since the beginning of time has been an original; even identical twins are not the same, the closer you look, the greater their differences.  It might have been easier to have just two models, a Barbie and a Ken, but that’s not how God works.  Leaves, snowflakes, time itself, all would be so much more manageable if the originality was replaced by a standard format, but that is not how God chooses to express!
Sometimes…well, let’s be honest, frequently…God’s self -expression is confusing to us humans. It certainly was confusing to Mary, whose youth would excuse her not having a grown-up, flexible mind just yet. Mary was confused because there was a serious disconnect between her understanding of reality and the new reality that Gabriel was proposing. She was a virgin; how could she possibly become a mom without some, shall we say, human input? And that wasn’t the only disconnect…how could her relative Elizabeth, well past her prime and having been thought barren for decades, be sixth months along with a pregnancy of her own? These beautiful stories pair so well, a young, nubile girl and an old, wizened crone, but both involved in doing the impossible because that was how God wanted things to be.

Here is where the rubber hits the road, in Advent, near the end, when we talk of Mary, our most celebrated virgin, where God comes into form as Jesus, and tries something really new, divinity in human form!  Because here at the end of Advent, we are once again at that part of the story where a place for Jesus to be born is being sought. And I remind you, all of you who would like Jesus to be born in your heart this season, that divinity has an affinity for virginity.  Which means, I think, that God can and will express through us most delightfully when we offer our untested parts of ourselves into the mix.  Elizabeth was far from a virgin, but in faith she yielded to the apparent impossibility of what was clearly happening in her body. Mary actually was a virgin, confused and yet ultimately compliant, acting in faith rather than reacting in reason. In each case, in vastly different ways, God warms to new, original, one-of-a-kind.  Divinity has an affinity for virginity.

Morgan Freeman, who often plays God in movies, was playing a Moorish fellow in the film Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves.  There is a wonderful fireside scene where a young Christian girl asks him about his unconventional clothing and headgear and especially the painted markings on his face, and she innocently asks, “Did God paint your face?”  And after he says yes, she asks the big question, “Why?”  And he says, “Because, little one, Allah loves infinite variety”.  God, it seems, doesn’t get stuck in a rut, doesn’t mass produce.  God is the most original and prolific artisan of all, and the raw material, often enough, is us.  But the raw material most sought, most enjoyably worked by God, is the new stuff, the untried bits, the parts of our canvas that the world has not already painted on.

Of all the gifts we contemplate this time of year, I invite you to offer the most risky and the most rewarding to God, for divine use and expression.  Where are the virginal parts of you where God might shine in the world?  What are the aspects of our lives that could birth Jesus again, if only we allowed them, explored them, embraced them?  Mary is our most celebrated virgin, but she is not alone; we all have something we could offer in that regard. We all have some blank canvas left for the handwork of God. And since divinity has an affinity for virginity, let’s take a page from Mary’s book. It’s okay to be confused. But let’s not let that stop us from compliance with the Creator of Creation, for whom nothing is impossible. Amen.
