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2 Samuel 7:1-11,16, Canticle 15, Romans 16:25-27, Luke 1:26-38

God, grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen.

Begins with dramatic reading

Congregation reads Canticle 15 - The Magnificat


The greatest thing about Christmas morning is the surprises.  Where in life do you get to pile so many surprises together and sit for an hour enjoying each of them?  One after another surprise after surprise.   Christmas morning is wonderful in that way.  I can remember still today the way I felt as a child, the amazement, the astonishment on Christmas morning.


Chuck Swindoll writes, “Surprises come in many forms and guises... some good, some borderline amazing, some awful, some tragic, some hilarious.  But there’s one thing we can usually say–surprises aren’t boring.”


Surprises are woven through the very fabric of all our lives.  They await each one of us at unexpected and unpredictable junctures.  Consider 
this crossroads story.


Late one evening a professor sat at his desk working on the next day’s lectures.  He shuffled through the papers and mail placed there by his housekeeper.  He began to throw them in the wastebasket when one magazine, not even addressed to him but delivered to his office by mistake caught his attention.  It fell open to an article entitled “The Needs of the Congo Mission”.


The professor began idly reading it, but then was consumed by the words: “The need is great here.  We have no one to work the northern province of Gabon in the central Congo.  And it is my prayer as I write this article that God will lay His hand on one–one on whom, already the Master’s hand has been cast–that he or she shall be called to this place to help.”  The professor closed the magazine and wrote in his diary: “My search is over.”  He gave himself to the Congo.


The professor’s name was Albert Schweitzer.  That little article in a periodical intended for someone else, was placed by accident in Schweitzer’s mailbox.  By chance he noticed the title which seemed to leap out at him... Chance?.. Nope.  It was one of God’s surprises.


Today we focus on one of the greatest surprises that ever happened... 

the surprise that took place when an angel by the name of Gabriel appeared to a young teenager by the name of Mary.  Gabriel piled one surprise upon another.   Mary and Joseph’s Christmas tree had more astonished surprises than any couple on earth had ever experienced.  


In reading of Mary’s adventures with the angel and further on in the Gospel of Luke about the birth of Jesus, I am struck once more by how much our God is the God of the impossible, the God of the unexpected surprise, the God of the miracle.  I am amazed sometimes when I read the Bible and find God’s footprints of impossibility that are scattered and recorded throughout the biblical text.


In Genesis we have the wonderful story of Sarah’s who conceives a baby at age 90.   There are echoes of that story in today’s gospel.  Elizabeth, Mary’s relative, is also beyond the age of childbearing and has been considered barren her entire life.   To her surprise she conceives a child who will be born six months before Jesus and be named John.   Elizabeth’s baby will grow up to be John the Baptist.  “Nothing is impossible with God. “


And in today’s gospel from Luke, we have Mary’s encounter with the angel Gabriel who tells us outright that “nothing is impossible with God.”   Even in this seemingly unbelievable encounter, we find God’s surprises.  What could be more surprising than God born as a human baby in an incredibly difficult situation.  Mary finds herself pregnant and unmarried.   As the recent movie “The Nativity Story” portrayed, a girl in that time and place could receive a death sentence for being pregnant outside of marriage.   If she was pregnant and unmarried, she might be stoned.  Or if her father refused to shelter her and the baby’s father refused to marry her, she was cast out onto the streets by herself to beg, to prostitute or to starve.  What a miracle of the unexpected for Mary to say, “May it be to me according to your word.”


And what about Joseph?  In Matthew’s Gospel version of this account from Luke, Joseph receives a dream from God that convinces him not to set Mary aside.  What an incredible, impossible situation from Joseph’s point of view as well. Christmas from the viewpoint of Mary and Joseph seems to be the story of astonishing surprise.


We have a God who has left his recorded footprints throughout Biblical history.  In each of these situations, the person had a choice.  Elizabeth chose to spend her retirement years raising John the Baptist.  Mary and Joseph found the faith to believe in the impossible and to nurture it.    And in doing so these and other biblical people of faith allowed their stories and God’s story to be preserved for us because the stories were surprising enough, impossible enough, if we will, to be stories that were remembered, told, and retold and written down.  Aren’t we glad that they made the choice to believe?  Aren’t we blessed to shared in their heritage and worship a God of the impossible?


Christmas is a time of the impossible becoming possible.   If we have children or grandchildren around, I’m sure that from their point of view today, right now, it seems impossible that Christmas will ever come.  From our point of view it sometimes seems impossible that Christmas is only four days away.  Wasn’t it just Thanksgiving last week?  It might also seem impossible that we will be ready once again for the birth of the baby in the manger in Bethlehem.


In another sense though, just as Sarah, Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph allowed their stories to be told, Christmas is a perfect time to share our stories of the impossible God in our lives.   For it is in sharing our stories of the surprising God who does the impossible we come to know the incredible truth of the words that Mary says to the Angel Gabriel, “May it be to me according to your word.”


Or in the words of Dr. Seuss,

 “And the Grinch, with his grinch-feet ice-cold in the snow,

Stood puzzling and puzzling: “How could it be so?”

“It came without ribbons!  It came without tags!”

“It came without packages, boxes or bags!”

And he puzzled three hours, till his puzzler was sore.

Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t before!

“Maybe Christmas,” he thought, “doesn’t come from a store.”

“Maybe Christmas...perhaps.... means a little more!”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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