21st Dec 2008 Sermon

Readings: Psalm 89:1-4,19-26, Luke 1:26-38

Today’s Gospel reading describes perhaps the greatest understatement of all time. 

We hear that an angel appears to Mary... Now, before I go any further, that should be enough to overwhelm a person. To have an angel appear to you is not on most peoples’ radar – even at Christmastime. Indeed, in other parts of scripture the appearance of angels causes blind terror.

So the angel Gabriel appears to Mary and greets her. Listen again to Luke’s description of Mary’s response: “she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.”

(How’s that for an understatement!)
But wait there’s more…In addition to the angel’s presence, Mary is given a description of what is going to happen. Gabriel says to Mary:

· You will conceive a baby

· You will name him Jesus

· He will be great

· He will be called Son of the Most High

· He will receive the throne of David

· He will reign over the house of Jacob 

· and of his kingdom there will be…no end.

But, to be honest, I‘m not sure that Mary heard much after “You will conceive a baby”, because after that full pronouncement, Mary’s reply is:

“How can this be since I am a virgin?”

The biological realities do not escape this savvy teenager. Besides she’s no doubt thinking of the more earthly ramifications of having a baby before she’s married!

“How can this be since I am a virgin?”

At the risk of biting off more than we can chew this morning, I want us to reflect on the assertion of the virgin birth.

For many this detail in the story that Mary bore Jesus while she was still a virgin is problematic. 

· Perhaps it is because the nature of Mary’s virginity has sometimes been overstated, to the degree that Mary was always a virgin, even after the birth of Jesus. 

· Or, that the virgin birth is sometimes employed inappropriately as justification for another doctrine, such as Jesus’ sinlessness.

Most of the time the struggle to accept or comprehend the virgin birth is because of doubt surrounding miraculous activity, 

and/or the feeling that it may actually reduce Jesus’ genuine humanity. If his origins are so special and unique, does that not make him fundamentally unlike the rest of us?

Despite such difficulties however, the virgin birth is a component in our creeds. In the second article of the Apostles’ Creed we say together: “I believe in Jesus Christ, who was conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried.”

So just how are we to understand this doctrine that is undeniably part of the Christmas story?

One of the more significant contemporary theologians, Robert Jenson, emphasises that the historical details of the virgin birth is not ultimately of paramount importance. Although he not advocating a denial of the virgin birth, Jenson states that the gynecological state of a young woman is not the sticking point of orthodoxy and heresy – just as arguments about an empty tomb are not the same as resurrection.

What is crucial is the intent of the gospel writings in assisting us comprehending deep theological truth.

For Jenson, the chief theological import of the virgin birth is that it communicates that the conception of Jesus is not the will of humans but the will of God. 

As the gospel of John says: “born not of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.”

To ignore the creedal meaning of the virgin birth but retain the other assertions about who Jesus is, presumes that Joseph (or whoever the biological father was) must be regarded as some sort of sacramental vehicle. Jenson makes the clear observation that such sexual initiative as sacrament is too much like pagan nature religion.

Karl Barth expressed a similar understanding to Jenson’s, that the virgin birth is a theological truth about the will of God. For Barth the virgin birth not only signifies the miraculous nature of the human existence of the one who reveals God, it also pronounces a judgment on humankind. 

This event embodies a denial of any power, attribute, or capacity for God in humanity. We are completely dependent upon God’s grace toward us.

In this sense the virgin birth is indicative of how it is God’s initiative with every believer’s baptismal birth; we do not enable our own faith, it is planted and nurtured by God.

Another theological truth Jenson wants to highlight (not to be confused as contradicting what I’ve just said) is the role Mary does play in the event of the virgin birth.

In the preaching of the angel, the Word of God comes to Mary, and she gives birth to the Word himself. 

She hears God’s Word, and bears God’s Word, she brings forth God’s Word. 

In this sense Mary is a prophet showing us, the church, how to be a prophetic community in bringing forth God’s Word.

Mary stands as a role model for us, the church. As we’ve noted, we are not in a position to initiate God’s will; 

it is our response that Mary shows us how to get right. 

Mary is significant not just as a role model, she is significant for her place within this particular Christmas story of God’s Incarnation. For her response to do God’s will is Israel’s response; she represents in the moment the hopes of an obedient Israel. 

Mary could have said “No,”, like Israel had so many times before, but instead she faithfully expresses the genuine response of obedience: "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word."
It is not just Mary in the Christmas story who stands as a role model for the church community. The response of Joseph is also recognised as speaking into our lives of faith today. 

When Joseph hears that Mary is pregnant he decides to adhere to the expectations of the Jewish moral law and dismiss her, albeit in a decent way: quietly without exposing her to public disgrace. 

But an angel of God comes to Joseph and tells him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife for the baby has been conceived by the Holy Spirit. Joseph is obedient to God, rather than the Jewish moral law he is so familiar with and committed to. 

The lesson for all Christians…? God’s revealed will trumps any handbook of moral rules. As a community we are to be vigilant to God’s revelation of Christ, and the Spirit, above any preference to enshrine our own code of expectations.

We will each be asked different things by God, and what matters is our response.

Let us ensure nothing stands between us and a genuine response to God of: "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word."

These then are three theological truths suggested as being significant from the doctrine of the virgin birth: 

1. God’s revelation in Christ is God’s own will, not humanity’s

2. We respond genuinely by bearing God’s Word

3. We respond genuinely by being obedient to God’s revelation

The virgin birth remains as one of the more difficult affirmations of our creeds, yet without compelling justification we should not reject the majority opinion of the church throughout our history.

At the same time we have no need for anxiety that our claims of who Jesus is rest entirely on a belief in the virgin birth. We affirm that “the Word became flesh and lived among us” because of the full revelation of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.

For the first followers of Jesus, it was not the virgin birth that confirmed the divinity of Jesus…

… it was the resurrection.

May God’s Spirit guide us into his truth and grant us wisdom to know what really matters for genuine faith and discipleship.

Amen.

