                                                   				12-11-11 (3rd Sunday of Advent)

Are You Ready for the Lord’s Favor?
Luke 1:26-38

	Who is this young woman from Nazareth who one day, out of the blue, finds herself addressed by God?  And what was it about Mary that caught the Lord’s attention?   Gabriel said she was selected because she had “found favor with God.”  What qualities did she possess which “found favor with God?”  Well, what I want us to see is that – even though Mary had amazing virtues – they were not necessarily the reason for God’s favor.  To be in God’s favor means you are in God’s grace.  In Mary’s situation, it meant that God chose her to be the earthly mother of His Son.  It was not because of her merit but because of God’s grace that she was chosen.
 	Mary was called by God and shown favor—but that doesn’t mean her life was full of blessing as we would often like it to be.  She did not receive the blessings of wealth and comfort and social standing. “Acceptability, prosperity, and comfort have never been the essence of God’s blessing.”  And of the points I will make today, this is the biggie: God’s favor often involves adversity.  Following God’s call almost always means additional, not fewer, challenges. God’s blessing does not look like what the world says we should want. 
	When Mary responded in obedience to God’s will, she did experience many blessings, but she also experienced pain.  Mary experienced blessings when she witnessed her son provide the fresh wine for the wedding feast.  She was probably blessed by his help in the family business for several years before that time.  Then she witnessed his public ministry and was blessed by all his amazing miracles of healing and his words spoken with authority.  But we know the other side of the story as well.
 	We all want God to give us comfort, but from time to time, as God calls us to follow Him; we go through times of crisis and discomfort.  Have you noticed in your life that when you are finally getting settled and comfortable, events come along to push you right out of your comfort zone?  As long as we live in a fallen world with human frailties we will experience hardship and God will call us from time to time to move out of our comfort zone.  Along with being our Great Comforter, God is often also our discomforter.  But when God calls you to move out of your comfort zone He promises to walk with you, as He promised to walk with Mary.
	Next to Christ, Mary may be the best symbol we have for the way God enters our messy human lives in order to walk with us.  She was a woman of great courage.  Courage is doing the right thing even when there is great reason to fear.  And if that’s the case, then author Kerry Egan was right when she wrote, “Mary was a courageous firebrand risking everything to change the world, bucking the system … the model for throwing off the shackles of society’s expectations and doing what your soul tells you to do.”  (Pause)  And what does Mary do?  What does she do after Gabriel makes his announcement?    
 She says, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  Mary submitted to the word God had given her through Gabriel. She calls herself a servant of the Lord.  Mary was obedient.  And that is sometimes the hardest part; we want the favor, the blessing, without the obedience.   But God’s favor was never designed to be experienced apart from obedience.  Yes, Mary was chosen and favored—but what would have happened had she chosen not to obey? [Pause] But she did obey, and it’s because of that, that she truly came to know God’s favor and blessing.  “The glory of Christmas came about by the willingness of ordinary people to obey God’s claim on their lives.”
 	But as we move on, I want us to see there’s more than just pain, much more.  For amidst the pain, God’s favor has a purpose.  In calling Mary, in showing her favor, God had a purpose for her.  Gabriel tells her clearly what her role is – and it is a unique, unrepeatable role: to give birth to Jesus, the Son of God.  But God has a purpose for each one of us.  It certainly won’t be a role like Mary’s!  But that doesn’t mean He doesn’t have a purpose for you.  Have you ever asked God what His purpose is for you?  Have you, like Mary, ever said, “Let it be with me according to your word”?  (Pause)
God has a task for each one of us. God gave Mary a special role in His plan of salvation. And He does so with each one of us. He still has a plan of salvation and He wants us to participate in it.  God’s favor gives each of us purpose.  And I believe that God gives each of us a purpose so that others can find meaning – and so that others can have hope …  So God’s favor not only gives us purpose, it gives hope.  (Pause)
 	Despite the glitter & glamour, the Christmas season is, for many, one of the saddest times of year.  So many today find themselves depressed, or despairing.  Perhaps for you, or those you know, this time of year brings a great sense of longing or loneliness.  But I encourage you to look at the Christmas message anew: what a reason for hope!  It was scandalous for God to send His Son to be born in a barn – ultimate scandal for God to come in flesh and blood as an infant to demonstrate just how much He loves us – but God entered our violent, depraved, and unjust world to say this: I love you.  Gabriel’s announcement to Mary gave her a reason for hope – God was sending His Messiah! 
 	But this announcement was not only for Mary; it was for all of us!  It tells us that God doesn’t leave us alone.  It tells us that God does not abandon us in our heartache and brokenness – but instead draws near in the form of a child called Immanuel – God with us! 
	In the harbor of Gloucester, Mass., there is a Roman Catholic church called Our Lady of the Seas.  The steeple bears a statue of Mary, looking out to the sea, with a fishing boat cradled in her hands.  It is an image of tremendous significance for this community, because Gloucester is a fishing town.  In its 300 year history, more than 30,000 fishermen have lost their lives at sea.  Even today, fishing remains one of the most dangerous occupations, and one of the poorest.  When the storms come and the radios give out, there is nothing to do but pray.  For generations, people have gone to church to pray for the safety of their loved ones, and fishermen have long seen the statue as a reminder of God’s presence and protection.  Our Lady of the Seas – she offers no miracles.  She can only cradle the boat, as Mary once cradled her baby who was destined to die.  In her strength, her courage, her resolve, the community finds its own.  
	This woman of strength and courage is the Mary we read about this morning, a young, peasant girl called to give birth to the second person of the Trinity.  The God who showed such strange favor to a simple Jewish girl is the same God who watches at the harbor of Gloucester, and the harbors of our lives. [P] 
	This passage is often referred to as the annunciation – the angel announcing the coming of the Messiah in the most surprising of ways.  And if this announcement is to mean anything to us, it must announce that God in Christ has defeated the powers of this world.  It must announce that God in Christ has lifted up the lowly…  Even in stately and majestic places like cathedrals, this truth is plain. While I was in London, our group visited Westminster Abbey.  And in the chancel, right above the spot where from generation to generation the kings of England have been crowned, there are inscribed these words from the book of Revelation: “The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever” (Rev. 11:15).  This same annunciation is sung beautifully and powerfully in Handel’s Messiah, reminding us all at Christmastime that this good news is for all people. [P]
 	Mary is proof of God’s favor for us despite the storms of life, perhaps even in and through the storms.  She finds herself suspected of shame and sin, the “white flower of her blameless life” dashed and stained with black accusations and slander.  Even Joseph’s confidence in her is shaken.  And so the clouds darken around the handmaiden of the Lord.  She is left almost alone in the sharp travail of her soul, even as she is preparing a Savior for the world.  She too is being led like a lamb to the slaughter, all but sacrificed upon the altar of law and custom.  And as soon as one trial seems almost over, another comes.  
 	In Bethlehem, the pains of childbirth would come upon her.  No glory seemed to be around her then, at least not in the way we usually think of glory.  There was no room for her and her child that day.  During those moments, while her baby lay in a feeding trough, she may have felt like only one more figure in the perpetual agony of motherhood amid conditions as hard and harsh as any woman has ever faced.  
	And after Bethlehem, what followed?  Years of obscurity and poverty.  Her baby grew up into a life of increasing danger.  At last, one day he would be taken by the priests and rulers, accused, convicted, led to a hilltop amidst a jeering crowd, and there hung upon a cross.  That was the favor of God. [P]
 	If Mary had measured God’s favor by the presence of unbroken happiness, then she would have had to say that the promise from the lips of the angel was an illusion.  But the truth lay deeper, and lies deeper now.  The world thinks that God’s favor is in ease and pleasure and prosperity.  Some of these things may come from God’s gracious hand, but they are not identical with blessing or favor.  A person might discover at long last that God’s favor was revealed in the very things that were desperately hard; but by confronting these things, their soul became more like that of Christ.
	On the other hand, lives that might think themselves fortunate, because they’ve never been required to face great difficulties may end with nothing to show for it.  It is the lives which have been given something great to bear – even though possibly bruised in the process, which have truly known the favor of God. [P] 
 	The important thing was Mary’s obedience, and the fruit of that blessed obedience, despite great adversity.  She left ‘proper’ & ‘comfortable’ & ‘secure’ far behind her and traded them for a vision of God incarnate, a vision for everyone, no matter how poor or broken or lost at sea.  It is this hope that sustains us to face every situation …
	The rent is due, the washer is out, and both boys need new shoes.  Her former husband’s check is late again, and like last month, may not come at all.  She wonders how long she can keep it up.  She doesn’t know about tomorrow, but for one more day, this day, she has determined, like Mary, to live with integrity, hope, and the refusal to sink into despair.  She will live one day at a time.  Things will be better.  The time will come. [P]
	What about you?  Do you feel that you are walking in the favor of God?  If not, are you ready for His favor?  I am not talking about some invisible force that we just hope for in our mind; I am talking about being prepared to receive a blessing from the Lord.  But, again, blessings are more than just something we gain for our pleasure; it is something we gain because of our commitment.  It was a blessing for Mary to receive the duty of birthing the Christ child.  It was a great honor.  But this blessing also involved burden.  Notice the sacrifice of ridicule, of moving from city to city because of the threat of death.  Recall when Jesus finally proclaimed who he was – the constant opposition from then on.  Mary would look back and see how the favor of the Lord would lead from the cradle to the cross.  
	I want to invite you to close your eyes and picture life through Mary’s eyes … All she has been taught of God and all that she has been told by the angel are now coming to fulfillment.  Do you think she was afraid?  Do you think she wondered if God was going to be present with her? [open eyes] Think on the lessons of Mary – of how the power of the Most High overshadowed her – and ask yourself … if your heart’s desire is to be “overshadowed” by the holiness of God.  May we come to know and cherish the favor of the Lord.  Let us pray.

