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A Most Unlikely “Star”


Luke 1:26-28; Luke 1:47-55; Psalm 89: 1-4, 19-26

Today we lit the fourth Advent candle. In the scheme we have been using for naming these candles, this fourth candle is known as the “love” candle. It is the candle that reminds us of the great love God has for us, the great love that caused him to give of himself in the Christ child. In some other traditions, this candle is known as the “Mary” candle, the candle that recognizes the role of Mary, the mother of Jesus.

Indeed, Mary was a most remarkable woman, and a most unlikely “star” in such a dramatic and world changing story. And this may be one of the most pointed messages in her story–that is, to let God choose who will be our stars. 

Not long ago, I read in a Christian journal of the danger of rushing to make contemporary people the paragons of Christian faith and practice. As an example the writer reminded us of the experience a few years ago with a woman in Atlanta. This woman was taken hostage by the man who was arrested for the Atlanta courthouse shootings in March, 2008. The woman was later released by the gunman after giving him pancakes and telling him stories of her daughter and reading from Rick Warren’s book, The Purpose Driven Life. It was later revealed that she had a connection to a Baptist church, and the race was on to elevate her to the status of a Christian “star.” She was put on talk shows and placed before large congregations as an example of great Christian faith.

Then it was revealed that this woman was just like everybody else. She had feet of clay. She had a problem with crystal methamphetamine and had given some to her captor. It also came to light that the woman herself had a troubled life and did not have custody of her daughter.  You see, she was just ordinary.

But great was the howl from those very persons who had claimed her as a “star”–denouncing her for her faults and short comings–denouncing her if you will for being a human with flaws. While I am not here to point a finger of condemnation at this woman and am very happy to report that she seems to have learned something from all this and is making some real progress in dealing with her issues, the whole episode reminds us that we need to be a little cautious before we elevate persons to the realm of Christian stardom.

You see, the truth of the matter is that if we had been in Nazareth some two thousand years ago, there was nothing in this young woman Mary that would have caused us to give her special notice, much less to elevate her to stardom. In so many ways, Mary would have seemed to us to be like so many other young women in the village that day. She had reached the age when most young women in her day married. Indeed, Mary was betrothed to a man in the village named Joseph. He was a good man, respected and a hard worker at his trade, carpentry. Betrothal meant that, while not yet married, a public promise had been made between Joseph and Mary’s father that Mary would be given to him in marriage. This was regarded as a very sacred pledge and was to be honored by all parties.

In many ways, Mary’s life was so ordinary. She probably had the same hopes and expectations of any young woman her age. She would marry, have children, care for her household and raise her children in faithful Jewish practices. She would work hard, honor her husband and care for him and her family. She could expect a life that was very ordinary and predictable and nothing special.

And even on that day when the encounter with the angel Gabriel  occurred, Mary was probably not doing anything special or unusual. She was likely going about the daily chores that were hers as a member of her parents household and as a young woman learning how to care for a family. It was all very ordinary. 

Would it surprise you to learn that the pages of Scripture are filled, not with mighty heroes and super stars, but with ordinary individuals like you and me–ordinary people who are called by God and empowered by God to do the work of God in this world. Humble farmers like Amos were called to leave their fields to go speak God’s truth. Humble shepherds such as David were called by God to leave their flock and become kings of their people. Angry fishermen were called to leave their boats and learn patience and become the rock on which God builds his church. And a little girl loike as Mary was chosen by God to bear in her body good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all the world a gift of hope and mercy and grace.

So often we overlook this truth. Sadly, we live in a culture that is enamored with “star power”–the athletes, the politicians, the movie and TV stars; we are fascinated and enthralled with star power and what we call “greatness.” And this often causes us to overlook the ordinary in our world, but the writers of Scripture do not. Time and time again they praise the ordinary people of their day for being willing to be used by God to do what ever God needs. And the powerful truth that Mary presents to us is that God is still using the ordinary of our world to confound the wise and irritate the mighty and to accomplish his work in this world. 

And that is sometimes confusing to us. But the truth that Mary holds out is that while God’s way might not make much sense to us, God’s way is trying to make sense of us. 

What I am trying to say is that Mary was one of us–an ordinary human being, really indistinguishable from all those crowds of people we meet every day. What made her uncommon, what made her extraordinary, had nothing to do with how she looked or where she lived or who she knew or what she did. Her uncommonness and her extraordinariness resulted solely from her response to and acceptance of God’s call on her life.

When you stop to think about it, God’s call to Mary is one of the most unexpected scenes in all of Scripture. Here in this scene, Almighty God bent low and asked permission of Mary to do what He wanted to do. Here was Almighty God, taking Mary’s hand, and asking, “Will you?” And in the eternity of time that lapsed in those next few moments, all creation hushed and held its collective breath–waiting to see what this young girl would answer. 

And what about us in our moments of encounter with God’s call? Before we rush headlong into the Christmas confusion and chaos of our culture, we need to pause and remember that God still calls the ordinary. He still comes, hands extended, and asks: “Will you?” And what do we respond? How do we answer?

Like Mary, we can never know what all the consequences will be of our response. Mary could never have known what her response would cost her. In faith and obedience, she simply said: “Here I am, the servant of the Lord. Let it be with me according to your word.” She had no idea what that response would cost her. She had no way of knowing that she would become an immediate scandal. She had no way of knowing that it would almost cost her her marriage. She could not have known that, later on, her son would become the hunted prey of King Herod and she and her family would flee to Egypt for safety. But she came to know that God was at work in her to redeem the world. And that knowledge enabled her to sing with great courage and faith:

My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God, my Savior, for he has looked with favor upon the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed...For [God] 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.
Two thousand years ago, God was getting ready to turn the world upside down. And he enlisted as his agent, not a prince or a king or a wise man, but a young ordinary woman–a most unlikely star. And today, God is still doing the work of redemption in this world and he is calling to be his agents, not president or military generals or powerful persons of wealth, but ordinary persons–not our usual candidates for stardom. My brothers and sisters, as I look around this room this morning, I have to say, you and I are the most unlikely candidates for stardom. But it is to you and me that God extends his call. Almighty God still comes to you and me, hands extended, and asks: “Will you?”    Will you?

So today, on this fourth Sunday in Advent, just days before we celebrate the truth of the incarnation of our Lord, we consider Mary, the mother of Jesus, a most unlikely star. Yet when she was called to obedience, she responded with faith.  

Will it be so with us?

