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Micah 5:2-5a
5:2 But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. 5:3 Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor has brought forth; then the rest of his kindred shall return to the people of Israel. 5:4 And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth; 5:5 and he shall be the one of peace.

Hebrews 10:5-10
10:5 Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, "Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body you have prepared for me; 10:6 in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure. 10:7 Then I said, 'See, God, I have come to do your will, O God' (in the scroll of the book it is written of me)." 10:8 When he said above, "You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings" (these are offered according to the law), 10:9 then he added, "See, I have come to do your will." He abolishes the first in order to establish the second. 10:10 And it is by God's will that we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.


Luke 1:39-55
1:39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 1:40 where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 1:41 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 1:42 and exclaimed with a loud cry, "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 1:43 And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 1:44 For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. 1:45 And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord." 1:46 And Mary said, "My soul magnifies the Lord, 1:47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 1:48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 1:49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. 1:50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. 1:51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 1:52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; 1:53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. 1:54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, 1:55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever."

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE--Manger scene figures on the journey & Noisy Offering


SERMON

It is not an uncommon story:  a fourteen-year-old unmarried girl discovers that she is pregnant, and immediately she flees the home of her parents to the sanctuary of a favorite aunt.  She hopes for a safe place, and perhaps a listening ear, and perhaps even some wise guidance. She fears harsh judgment, condemnation, and rejection—which may be what she was escaping as she “went in haste.”
We do not know specifically why young Mary went in haste following the revelation of her pregnancy, but it would not be unreasonable to think that she was, at least in part, escaping the harsh social reality of her condition.  It matters little that she is blameless of wrongdoing; it is of no consequence that a real angel spoke to her of God’s great purpose in what was happening.  She is young, unmarried, and pregnant, and this is enough to cause anxieties to run high.  And when anxiety in a system is high, imagination and rational thinking are usually low.  So she rushes to the hill country to find refuge in the presence of good old Aunt Elizabeth.

The text tells us that she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.   Written this way, it makes me wonder if she was careful to arrive at a time when her uncle would not be present, to maximize her chance for safety.  If she could just get to nice old Aunt Elizabeth first, the likelihood of being turned away or sent back home would diminish.   Certainly, as a woman, Elizabeth would better understand this fellow female’s plight.  And hopefully, as a woman of faith, Elizabeth might at least consider Mary’s unbelievable tale about God’s hand in it all.

What happens, of course, is far more than Mary could have hoped for.  Old Aunt Elizabeth provides not only safety and understanding for a frightened girl, but more significantly, confirmation of God’s purposes in all that was happening.  An angel has visited Elizabeth and Zechariah, too; they are already in on the secret!  Old Aunt Elizabeth fully understands the miracle of Mary’s pregnancy by the will of God, for she is experiencing the miracle of her own pregnancy by the will of God.  Mary is no longer a fugitive, all alone in her secret; she is now part of a small community of the enlightened, who has been chosen both to hear the miraculous promise of God and to see the miracle being fulfilled.  As one thus chosen, Mary is charged by Elizabeth to claim with confidence her important role as the servant of God.  Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, she says.  And, Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord."  If Mary had any inclination to fret as a victim of social disgrace, it is completely gone as she sings, "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant!”
About this Martin Luther said:  “…there are here three miracles:  that God and man should be joined in this child; that a mother should remain a virgin; that Mary should have such faith as to believe that this mystery would be accomplished in her.  The last is not the least of the three.  The Virgin birth is a mere trifle for God; that God should become man is a greater miracle; but most amazing of all is that this maiden should credit the announcement that she, rather than some other virgin, had been chosen to be the mother of God.” 
Indeed, the great miracle of this story is that Mary believed in God’s favor and purpose for her.

And, dear friends, it is a great miracle when we believe, too.

In the Church, we do a great deal to try to nurture faith.  We spend time in the Scriptures, we pray, we teach classes and read books and discuss ideas, we do loving acts in the name of Christ.  But none of these things creates faith.  Faith is not something we can engineer or construct. It is not something we can cause in ourselves or bring about in someone else.  Faith is a gift of God.  Faith is a work of the Spirit, and as such it is always a miracle.  Yes, the truth is that it is a miracle that any of us believes!
Mary’s song is a fitting response to a miracle:  she simply celebrates it as she praises the one who performs it. My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior: 
· for He has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.

· Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is His name. 
· His mercy is for those who fear Him from generation to generation.  
· He has shown strength with his arm; 
· He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
· He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly;
· He has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. 
· He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, 
· according to the promise He made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to His descendants forever."

Notice that the subject of nearly all of Mary’s sentences is God.  In this brief passage, God is reference 14 times!  Mary celebrates the miracle of her faith by celebrating the One who gives it.

Dear friends, we gather here each Sunday morning to celebrate the gift of faith and the One who gives it.  We sing and pray and praise the name of God, as did Mary:  our souls and voices magnify the Lord!  But this is only the first half of the story.  The second half is that we go forth from here to continue the celebration as we live in ways that honor both the Gift and the Giver.  

Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months, but then went forth to live out the miracle of faith in her life.  She carried the baby to term, she labored, she gave birth, she and Joseph named him Jesus which means Savior, she raised him in the community of the faithful, she watched in amazement as he preached and healed, she wept at the foot of his cross and rejoiced at his empty tomb.  For her entire life, she carried on in the favor and purpose of the Lord by the miracle of faith.

And so also do we, who share the miracle of faith, go forth to live in the Lord’s favor and purpose, especially as we live our lives on behalf of others.  Indeed, during this season of Advent and Christmas, our attention seems to be all the more tuned to acting in ways that show kindness and compassion to others.  For example, this past week Kathy came home with a proposition for Hawkins family members. She’d become aware of a family who were recently uprooted from their home.  They have nothing with which to set up housekeeping, from a kitchen table to a shower curtain to pots and pans and silverware to wash cloths to blankets and bedding.  So she challenged us with this suggestion.  She said to our children, “I usually spend about $25 each to fill your Christmas stockings.  This year, with 4 stockings to fill (Zach & Kira, Sarah & David), that equals about $100.  I’d like to ask you to give up your stockings so that we can use this money to provide for this family.”  They all heartily agreed.  Hey, even our stockings can magnify the Lord!

We are not alone in trying to live for others, of course.  Our act of kindness has been encouraged by the examples of others.  Recently, for instance, we were the recipients of a similar grace.  One of Zion’s members gave us the gift of some Heifer project animals donated in our name, and we were thrilled to be joined to the celebration of God’s mercy that extends even to distant lands.

It is all part of the miracle of faith, dear friends, the miracle that is ours by the grace of God.  On this fourth Sunday in Advent, and beyond, let us with our lives sing with Mary the praises of the God who is good and whose mercy endures forever.  Blessed are they who believe that their lives are a fulfillment of what was spoken to them by the Lord!  Amen.
