Luke 1:26-38 – The Annunciation

St. Peter's Family Worship 9am Sunday 10th May 2009

ACCEPTING GOD'S POWER AND SPIRIT IN US, WILL ENABLE US TO BE A JESUS CENTRED COMMUNITY OF LOVE

It's alright ... we're not in a time warp, and we've not slept through 7 months of the year and woken up at Christmas! Hearing that reading in mid-May is a bit of a surprise, but I would guess that Mary's surprise at Gabriel's appearance and his message was far, far greater!

So I invite you to let God surprise us further this morning by revealing how this passage is relevant to us, as part of the community of St. Peter's at this moment in our church's life...

PRAY

Ask for the HS to move among us this morning, and reveal to us how we are to respond to this reading from Luke's Gospel.

It is quite some message that Gabriel has come to deliver.

For the Jews, the waiting is over.

The promised Messiah is about to come into the world, the fulfillment of an old prophesy. 
Right from this first, very private, conversation with a peasant girl barely in her teens, 
God is making it very clear through Gabriel who Jesus is – he is God's son. 

This baby that Gabriel is talking about is the means by which God's extravagant love for his people, 
the Jewish people, is going to become visible to them, 
despite all the trials, tribulations and waiting that have gone before.

Jews know their scriptures really well... 
perhaps especially the ones that they regard as not yet having been fulfilled; 
all the more so at a time when they are subject to the dominance of the Roman empire over their way of life.

Mary isn't any different. She knows the prophesies, including the one we know so well from Christmas:



that the Lord would give the house of David a sign 



“the virgin will be with child and will give birth to a Son, 



and will call him Immanuel”...God with us... 

So Mary understands Gabriel's message almost instantaneously; 
she is to be the fulfilment of that prophesy... 
God is honouring or favouring her with his grace, 
as a representative of the whole of her Davidic family and Jewish nation, God's chosen people.


God is taking the lid of the pop bottle big time for the Jews.

What Mary probably doesn't understand, is just how extravagant God's love really is.

This baby, called Jesus, that Gabriel is telling her she will give birth to,

is God's way of doing a completely knew thing for the whole world.

The writers of Jewish scripture had prophesied that God would make himself available to all the world:

In Hosea 2v23 it says “I will say to those called 'not my people', 
'You are my people,' and they will say, 'You are my God'.”

Psalm 86:9 says “all the nations you have made will come and worship before you, O Lord.”

And, of course there is the whole “light to lighten the Gentiles bit,”.........but it really isn't Christmas. ☺


Through the magnifying lens of Jesus' earthly ministry, his death and resurrection, 
and God's continued action in the world since,

we see the 'big picture' of God revealing his Kingdom to the world.

Jesus is the means by which God is emptying his extravagant love 

into the hearts of everyone who is open to it.

In other words, this baby, is going to have an even bigger impact on people than Mary imagines.

But Mary is afraid when Gabriel greets her with words of God's favour. Afraid of what?

Well, Gabriel himself for a start ... 
Jewish scripture tells that when Daniel meets Gabriel (in Dan 8:17)

he's so overcome by the image and presence of God's messenger he collapses face down in a stupour. 

Mary isn't quite that overwhelmed, sensible girl, but she knows that by pouring out his favour on her,

God is acting in a way that defies convention.

After all, honour and favour is usually bestowed by rulers or leaders, it is on the rich and successful, 
and it's because they want something big in return!


Poor young peasants don't have anything to offer in return.

So, Mary is understandably worried about what is expected from her, 

since this messenger is obviously from the ultimate ruler of the world!

But although she is not saying it out loud, Gabriel seems to understand, almost to expect the reaction.

Perhaps, he's used to it. 

It seems, God understands about her fears.

There is only one question that Mary is asking: “HOW?”

How, during a celibate engagement to an ordinary bloke,

is God going to make all this possible?
Mary understands the privilege that God is bestowing on her,
but she's a woman, there are some practicalities bothering her!

Among the few minor details she sees looming, 
conception is a big one ☺!

A few strained relationships and the possibility of being stoned to death,

are another couple of considerations!!

So, when Mary asks “How?” she really wants to know the answer.

I wonder if Gabriel is here?






Is God talking to St. Peter's?

Is Jesus, God's Messiah to the world, being revealed as living in us?

Do we have a role in God's extravagant love reaching the world?

Do we know just how big is God's love for Yateley?

I wonder,

are we willing to admit we're afraid of what God wants?

I am............................................are you?

Our leadership has identified God's favour, 
here in Yateley, in the medium term,
as being somewhere in the region of 1000 Christians 
worshipping across 10 weekly congregations of St Peter's...
by 2020.................. 

..................are we afraid of that?

Are we at St. Peter's asking God, “how?” 

How is God going to be revealed as living in us?

How is his favour going to stretch that extravagantly from where we are now?

Well yes, I believe we are asking God “HOW?”

That is what the slogans we use are doing:


There's




“growing to serve, serving to grow”


and




“building the body and blessing the world”


and, most recently


“a community of love with mission at its heart”

They aren't superseding each other, none of them have reached their 'sell-by' date.

Together they are the means we using to try and work out God's answer to our question “HOW?”

Quite rightly, we are searching for the practical answers just as Mary is.

But, we already have God's answer to the question 'HOW'?

It's the same answer that Mary gets from Gabriel,

though perhaps it wasn't as practical and specific as either she, or we, might wish.

But it's still God's answer.

Gabriel says to Mary:

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.”

God, in all his complexity, is the “HOW” that will enable Mary to carry Jesus into the world, 
raise him and give him the freedom to share his message of God's extravagant love for all. 

That what makes Jesus the Son of God, working in people's lives with the power and love of his Father God, 

and through the strength and inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

God's power and Holy Spirit means that, in the years to come, against the social and political odds,

Mary will retain a supportive family unit in which to raise Jesus;

and receive the emotional strength to place Jesus in the manger, and stand at the foot of his cross,

witnessing, and sharing in the pain, the full extent of God's love and sacrifice for the world.

But Mary can't see all that now, all she can do is to accept that the power of God 
is at work within and around her.

“So be it” she says, “So... be... it.”

Mary believes.

Her faith shines through this one single sentence: 

“I am the Lord's servant; let it happen to me as you have said.”

As she accepts God's power and Holy Spirit, she places Jesus at the very centre of her future.

And Mary's faith and submission, makes it possible for Jesus to be at the centre of our future too.

But like her, we need to believe in, and accept God's power and Holy Spirit working in us, 
as a community of faith.

Can we do that?

Can we submit totally as individuals, and as a church, to God's 'HOW'?

When we ask God 'how' are we going to bring his extravagant love to the people of Yateley, do we have the faith to set our fears aside and say 

“So be it – let it happen”, 
whatever part he asks us to play!?

I have become acutely aware since I returned from placement,
that as a church St. Peter's is blessed with a considerable number of “Mary's.”

People, both male and female, whose faith in God 

and openness to the Holy Spirit enable them to say to God

“So be it ! - Let God happen to us!”
My sense it that this is more true now, than it has been since I first came here, 11 years ago.

We need to share that.

If we know we haven't got it, and that we are afraid of the consequences,

we only have to admit our fears to God.

He does understand.

Sometimes, if you are like me, we have to admit our fears repeatedly.

21 years ago this month, I first admitted my fear of God, to God.

God touched me very gently on my first Pentecost.

19 years ago, I first admitted them to someone else,

and God filled me again with his Spirit,

through the prayers of the person I spoke to.

At present, I am having to do it on a weekly, almost daily basis, sometimes publicly, sometimes privately.

And I continue to recognise the work of God's Holy Spirit in me, and those around me.

We need to help each other be open to God's Holy Spirit so that we can say together, 

“So be it ! - Let God happen to us!”

We are already asking God the “HOW?” questions, and looking for the practical answers.

But, we have an opportunity now, as we approach Pentecost to stand together before God, 

with Jesus at the centre of our future,

and commit to letting God's powerful and loving Holy Spirit have complete control over 
how we share that with the people of this community.

After all, what are we afraid of,

for, as Gabriel says:

“nothing is impossible with God.”

Shall we pray:

FATHER GOD

TAKE CONTROL OF OUR LIVES,

HELP US TO ADMIT TO OUR FEARS,

AND THROUGH THE POWER OF YOUR HOLY SPIRIT ,

HELP US TO TRUST YOU AS WE SEEK TO

BECOME A JESUS CENTRED COMMUNITY OF LOVE

AMEN

