PAGE  
3

SERMON   “MARY”

TEXT  “Behold the hand-maid of the Lord; be it unto me according to Thy word.  Luke 1 v.38

Tuesday, October 05, 2004
THIS IS ONE OF THE LOVELIEST prayers in the whole of the New Testament. It is a short prayer, and it was prayed of course by a woman.  Possibly only a woman would have had the courage to pray it.

Her name was Mary.
Evelyn Underhill poet- mystic and learned theologian in one of her books tells this story:-

“A traveler who  had paid her first visit to IONA was asked by an old high-land gardener where she had been. When she told him he said:-

“Ay! Iona is a very thin place.”

She asked him what he meant, and he replied:-
“Theres no much between Iona and the Lord.”
This morning as we meditate on this prayer WE MAY WELL FIND THIS TO BE A VERY THIN PLACE.

To be sure---we must tread carefully for we will be on holy ground.

“Behold the hand-maid of the Lord;

Be it unto me according to Thy word.”

The prayer and what follows after it lie behind those familiar words of the “Apostles Creed.”

“I believe in Jesus Christ.

 God’s only Son our Lord.
Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit:

Born of the Virgin Mary.”

We will consider it, this morning NOT so much from the theological point of view—but from the more homely, practical point of view.

WHO WAS MARY?
Just a Jewish girl from a place called Nazareth, to the north of Palestine.

WHAT DID SHE LOOK LIKE?

We don’t possess a description of her but we are told she belonged to a tribe that in appearance was very like a Bedouin Arab. THET MEANS AN OLIVE SKINNED---SLENDER GIRL WITH SOFT DARK EYES.

HER BEAUTY WOULD HAVE BEEN OF A MORE OR LESS JEWISH TYPE.
WHY SHOULD’T IT BE?

SHE WAS A JEWESS.

Such a one did God choose to be the Mother of His SON.

So we can be certain that she was as perfect as a woman can be.

Lovely in mind and spirit – as well as in body.

AND LIKE ALL SUCH PEOPLE VERY MUCH BELOVED.

WE KNOW FROM ALL THAT HAPPENED AFTERWARDS THAT SHE WAS EXTRAORDINARILY BRAVE.
A DEVOUT PERSON TOO ---one who cultivated and treasured SILENCE.

We, you and I ,live in a world of noise—confusion—and frenzied superficial activity WHICH IS ONE REASON WHY IT IS SO HARD FOR US TO LIVE DEEPLY.

We live in a world which is frightened of SILENCE and which deafens us with the ceasless clamour of stupid small talk:-
Degrading sales talk;

And God forgive us,- spiteful scandal-mongering  (often born of jealousy.)
How difficult it is for us  to make space to be silent and find solitude!.

To be still!.

AND YET IT  IS IN SILENCE AND STILLNESS THAT WE HEAR THE VOICE OF GOD.

In the Holy Gospels there is a phrase which runs like a refrain.

“JESUS WAS SILENT.”

I am sure it was this thought that inspired WHITTIER TO WRITE THOSE WELL KNOWN WORDS:-

O sabbath rest by Galilee!

O calm of hills above,

Where Jesus knelt to share with thee

The silence of eternity,

Interpreted by love!

Jesus was silent

It is the same with His mother.

She seldom speaks.
Stillness runs like a thread through the fabric of her life.

She was an attentive – receptive – undistracted person.

WHAT HAPPENED TO THIS REMAKABLE GIRL?
Well Mary herself has left a record.

It all began quietly---perhaps in the silence and stillness of her own room – CERTAINLY OF MARY’SHEART.

A GREETING FROM AN ANGEL.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.”
We can’t know JUST HOW HE CAME TO HER – the one called an angel --angellos --a messenger from God.

WAS IT A VISIBLE PRESENCE?

An audible voice?

An inward intuition?

WE JUST DON’T KNOW.

But in some way ( the presence – the mighty spirit’s power and brilliance) are manifest to this humble child of God.

“Hail Mary – full of grace, the Lord is with Thee

Blessed art thou among women.”

WHAT DID MARY DO?

She says ,”she was troubled.”

Oh! It was not the presence of the angel that made her afraid.

IT WAS THE GREETING WHICH TROUBLED HER.

She was thoroughly shaken, wondering… what was behind a greeting like that.

That she should be singled out by the Lord as the object of very special favour---why, the very thought shocked her!
But the next words of the angel brought comfort to her heart:-

“Fear not Mary –for thou hast found favour with God.”

The words steadied her spirit  --  made it calm and peaceful like a still pond --- so that she was able to accept the amazing revelation of God that followed.
She was  to be the Mother of the Holy one of Israel.

The Mother of the Son of God.

In a few months time she would hold the Son of God in her arms --- and He would be her son too.

Gathering her startled wits together the young girl asks for information:-

“How can this be seeing I know not a man?”

Mary was fully justified in raising this physical problem IN VIEW OF THE UTTER IMPOSSIBILITY OF THIS EXPERIENCE OF WHICH THE Angel spoke ever being hers……AS LONG AS SHE THOUGHT IN TERMS OF THAT WHICH WAS HUMANLY POSSIBLE.

I SUGGEST THAT WE WANT TO WATCH THE TERMS OF OUR THINKING……….lest we set the same limitation.

This is a danger from which some of us still suffer.
 THAT OF LIMITING THE POSSIBILITY OF WHAT GOD CAN DO to the confines of human knowledge and understanding.
But let us follow the story.

Listen to these amazing words that fell upon Mary’s ears long ago.

“The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee,

The power of the highest shall overshadow thee

Therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee

Shall be called the Son of God.”

Perhaps at times we have been influenced by those who ridicule such thoughts:-
“It could’nt happen:-

To be conceived miraculously-

SO IT DID NOT HAPPEN.”

BUT IT DID HAPPEN.

Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit.

The Incarnation began at that moment.

THAT IS THE FAITH WE PROFESS.

You and I often ask the question Mary asked.
How can the very life of Christ come to indwell my body, my very personality?  Indwell your body, your personality?

Think for a moment of the Apostle Paul.

Recall his intimacy with the risen Christ……it constantly found expression in the phrase “IN CHRIST.”

Paul found in Christ a courage that never failed,

An ardour that was never quenched,

An indignation against evil that waxed more and more,

And a tireless spirit that conquered the world.

AND HOW DID PAUL EXPLAIN IT?

He focused it for us in these great words:-

“I live ---yet not I---but Christ liveth IN ME.

What did he mean?

We don’t speak of being in ST. Francis….. or in John Wesley.
THE FACT IS…..that when as Christians we speak of BEING IN CHRIST we are saying something tremendous about Jesus.
WE ARE SAYING THAT Jesus is no mere fact in history,

No towering personality of the past

BUT A LIVING PRESENT SPIRIT WITHIN US.
Vitalising us, not only morally and apiritually…but even physically and mentally.
Giving us a verve…a creativeness…an exhilaration,

Which no other experience in the world van impart.
Keying up life to a new pitch of zest, gladness and power.

That is what Paul means when he says:-
“I live---yet not I---but Christ liveth in me.”

YES!,,,,,,,BUT……HOW?

How can one personality invade another and yet preserve that persons essential freedom?

It baffles all psychological explaination.

THE ANSWER is the same as that given to Mary when she asked the angel:-

“How can that be? Seeing I know not a man.”

She was told.

“THE HOLY SPIRIT SHALL COME UPON YOU.”

In other words …..It is not a human achievement.

It does’nt come by spiritual exercises…it is the gift of God

It not something we have to achieve by effort BUT something we have to accept by FAITH.

Read the opening chapters of the book of the ACTS, and you will see that it is so.

The Church of the New Testament was made up of those INTO whose hearts and minds Christ had come to dwell by the Holy Spirit

ULTIMATELY IT IS A MYSTERY.

As Wesley wrote:-

Tis mystery all---Tis mercy all.

Immense and free,

But O my God it found out me!

BUT ONCE AGAIN LET US RETURN TO THE GOSPEL STORY.
Mary having asked, “Does God want this of me?”  ….. and the angel having assured her that it is the will of God   ….. she bows her head with an immediate , “YES!”:-
“I am the Lord’s servant.  Let it happen to me as you have said.”

Her fiat …. Her saying YES to God  brought her Son, His SON ….into our world.

Mary’s submission is a very lovely thing:-
 “Be it unto me according to thy Word.”
IS THIS THE KIND OF SUBMISSION YOU AND I ARE PREPARED TO GIVE TO GOD?
His purpose for our lives is that they too should be indwelt by the live of our blessed Lord.

That we should be aware of His presence 

IN US AT ALLTIMES.
WHILE AT OUR OFFICE DESK

IN THE DAILY ROUTINE OF HOUSEWORK

ON THE SPORT’S FIIELD

When at prayer or sharing in the Eucharist
Aware of Him as

Light in our darkness

Strength in our weakness 

Hope in our despair

Joy in our sorrow.

“Behold I stand at the door and knock”, says Christ, “if any man open the door ----I WILL COME IN.”

Have you opened the door of your heart?
He is knocking and we are free to say “COME IN” or not.

Mary allowed Him into her life and in a unique manner she became His mother….the mother of GOD.
IT IS A STAGGERING THOUGHT that humanly speaking -----without Mary’s submission there would have been NO:-
Bethlehem….no Calvary….no Pentecost
No Church….no salvation.

How much depended upon her obedience SHE NEVER KNEW.

But I believe that the Incarnation is the most wonderful thing that has ever happened in history , and Mary had a real part in it.
She had a real share in all that our Lord did for our salvation.
It all became possible when she said,
“Behold , the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me

According to thy word.”

….Accepting, so far as she saw it, the strange destiny God had, in his love and wisdom, appointed for her.

Michelangelo has carved out of marble a beautiful tribute to this young woman.

It is a tribute to her “YES” to God’s will.
In the statue , Mary is holding Jesus in her arms, looking upon His torn body with a mother’s tender and loving compassion.

Michelangelo called his statue “PIETA”.

“PIETA” is an Italian word which means “FAITHFULNESS.”

Mary is the woman who with all her heart wanted only the will of God ----who said her “YES”, but did not understand all that it would involve.
BUT SHETRUSTED GOD,

TRUSTED THAT HE LOVED HER,

TRUSTED HIS WISDOM AND HIS WAYS…..EVEN WHEN SHE DID NOT UNDERSTAND.

MICHELANGELO’S summary of her incredible achievement is the one word “PIETA”.

She said her YES to God’s will, and she was faithful to the end.

Inspired by Mary’s faith:-

Then let us submit His grace to receive,

Fall down at His feet and gladly believe.

PEAYER.

O Gracious and Holy Father, give us

Wisdom to perceive Thee;

Intelligence to understand Thee;

Diligence to seek Thee;

Patience to wait for Thee;

Eyes to behold Thee;

A heart to meditate upon Thee, and a life to proclaim Thee.

Through the power of the Spirit of Jesus Christ our Lord.

HYMN NUMBER.

BENEDICTION.

God Almighty bless us with His Holy  Spirit:

Guard us in our going out and coming in:

Keep us steadfast in His Faith _ free from sin and safe from danger,
Through Jesus Christ Our Lord.

