Sermon:  Greatly Troubled  					December 18, 2011
Spirit of the Desert Fellowship 						The Third Sunday in Advent 
Scripture:  Luke 1:26-38(NIV)
The Birth of Jesus Foretold
26 In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! God is with you.” 
29 Mary was greatly troubled at Gabriel’s words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God. 31 You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Child of the Most High. God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.” 
34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 
35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called[a] the Child of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in her sixth month. 37 For no word from God will ever fail.” 
38 “I am God’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be fulfilled.” Then the angel left her. 
Prayer 
Ever-faithful God, through prophets and angels you promised to raise up a holy child who would establish a household of peace and justice. Open our hearts to receive your Son, that we may open our doors to welcome all people as sisters and brothers, and establish your household in our time. Amen.

The Experience 
It will come as no great surprise to most of you that I have spent the majority of my adult life involved in one cause related to the rights of women after another.  Roe v Wade became the law of the land the year after I graduated from college, but I had been introduced to the grim reality of fatal, self-induced abortions at age 15 through my work in a hospital laboratory.  The vagaries of prostitution came along later, but there were domestic violence, lower wages for women doing comparable work, immigration reform and women and addictions to fill in the gap.  
I have counseled women with crisis pregnancies since the early 1980s.  Some of this counseling has been done over the phone with women from all over the US, some of it was done in my office and some of it is done in local hospitals.  Three weeks ago I received a referral from a San Fernando Valley physician who has over the years referred other women to me for what is called “all options” counseling.  This time, according to Dr. Jones (not his real name) the patient “was a 14 year old girl who didn’t look a day over 12.”  The doctor was concerned that Terry (not her real name) had been very intentional about getting pregnant, but neither she nor the fetus was going to survive if she persisted in continuing the pregnancy.  I asked him why he was referring Terry to me.  He told me that he wanted her to talk to someone who didn’t have a vested interest in her decision making.  Terry’s foster mother was totally anti-abortion and he, the doctor, was very concerned for Terry’s health and wellbeing and felt strongly that the pregnancy needed to be terminated.  He had tried to explain to Terry that her body just wasn’t ready for this kind of experience, but Terry was determined to have a baby.
Terry was already hospitalized and on a potassium drip to keep her blood pressure down when I arrived.  She was lying in the hospital bed, weighing less than 100 lbs, a small pregnancy bump showing through the bedding.  I introduced myself and told her that her doctor had referred her to me.  Terry looked at me for several seconds and then asked, “Am I in trouble?”  
I asked her if she felt like she was in trouble. “Big trouble!” she replied.  She said that everyone was fighting over her. I asked Terry to tell me a bit about herself.  She told me she was 14.  I told her she looked very young for her age.  I also told her that in California 12 year old girls get to decide what they want to do with a pregnancy, but I also told her it was illegal to have sex with a 12 year old.   She was visibly upset by this information.  “I didn’t think we broke any laws,” she said.  A tear started to creep into the corner of her eye.  “Are they going to put us in jail?” she asked.  I assured her that she was not going to jail.  
It turns out that Terry’s was a planned pregnancy.  She and another 12 year old boy (yes, Terry was really 12 and not 14) also living in a foster home had decided that if she got pregnant and they had a baby then they could go live together and not have to abide by anyone else’s rules and they would have a family that no one could take away from them.  I know – we all need to take a big, deep breath!
I do consider it a sacred trust to counsel with women facing a crisis pregnancy.  For the most part they are incredibly strong, good moral decision makers and women of deep faith.  Even 12 year Terry showed remarkable resilience.  I asked her to tell me what the doctor had said to her.  She replied, “He’s afraid I’m going to die.”  I asked her how she felt about that.  She told me, “I just want someone to love me.  I don’t want to die.”   
Terry delivered a stillborn baby boy two weeks ago Friday night.  She named him Jessie.  	
The Experience Expanded
As I was driving back to Santa Monica that Friday evening I began to ponder my encounter with Terry and to think about another pregnant teenager.  Mary, the mother of Jesus, would probably have been a bit older than Terry, but not much.  There is something about the specter of pregnant teenagers that normally causes me to ponder what God must have been thinking when creating women under the age of 25 who can get pregnant and endowing each male in the world with enough sperm to impregnate every woman in the world! And then uses the Holy Spirit to do the job!?   Both Terry and Mary showed remarkable courage, even though Mary stated that she was “greatly troubled” by the news the angel laid on her. 
	In the verses that follow our lesson for today, Mary goes off to visit her cousin Elizabeth.  I’ve always wondered if Mary had been sent off to live with her cousin Elizabeth when her parents found out she was “with child.”  When I was much younger there was a great deal of stigma attached to being a pregnant teenager.  More than one of my high school classmates vanished into thin air for a matter of months only to return the following semester with tales of visiting a distant aunt or some other family member.  And when I returned home for my 20th high school class reunion there were even two women in attendance who had 21 and 22 year old children.  There had been no sign of these children when we graduated in 1967. Go figure!   
	We assume that Mary had parents who cared about her, but even the best parents would also be greatly troubled by Mary’s “baby momma” status.  When I went to visit Terry last week at her new foster home she told me that she had talked with her mother on the phone.  Mom was in prison, but promised to visit Terry as soon as she was released in about seven months.  Without skipping a beat Terry asked me if her baby would go to heaven and I assured her that Jessie was in excellent hands and probably already there.  Then one of her foster siblings came in and said they were going shopping and wanted to know if Terry wanted to come with them.  She jumped up from the table, said “thank you” to me and was out the door. 
Our Traditions 

We know very little about Elizabeth’s life before Luke 1:5, the contours of her relationship with God or how she aged into her unmet longing to have children.  We know so little about how her experience shaped her. I do not know how it feels to live with a womb that refuses to do what it was created to do, but like most people at some point in our lives, we all know what it is to achingly long for something. We know what it is to feel the emptiness of that longing linger and stretch possessively across our lives. We know all about neck tension, stomach aches and fervent, exhaustive prayer. 
It troubles me greatly that the great Reformers did not give much theological attention to either Mary or Elizabeth.  Yet, because God’s sovereign predestining grace was central to the reformers faith, you’d think their attention to Mary would have been central and not peripheral. Is this the troubling specter of sexism?  For who better than Mary illustrates the fact that every one of us (male and/or female) is a passive and indeed virginal recipient of God’s purpose and calling? Christianity is the religion of what God has done not only for us, but to us.  (Ronald Goetz, “The Mary in Us All”)  
Like those before her who have been informed of a most unlikely impending birth (Sarah and Abraham, Hannah and Elkanah, Elizabeth and Zechariah), Mary, we are told, is greatly troubled by the amazing power of God. Whether in Temple or dusty little village, with elderly parents-to-be surprised by joy or a young maiden facing an unexpected and dangerous pregnancy, these stories speak of trust in a God at work in their lives in seemingly impossible and yet very surprising ways. Mary greeted by Gabriel as "full of grace" and as a "favored one," is not described as extraordinarily holy. Indeed she could be an ordinary person like any of us. She's a small-town girl, with her life moving along a quiet, ordinary path toward an arranged marriage with an older man. 
God works wonders in surprising, if not troubling ways, and in interesting places: at the centers of power and in distant corners, out there, and on the margins. God could have chosen to save the world all on God's own; after all, nothing is impossible with God. No, not our God!  This humble but world-shattering conversation between Gabrielle and Mary tells us that God wants humanity to be part of the effort. 
Re-mything Our Traditions 
For some women getting the news of a new pregnancy is joyous; for others, it's frightening, for some it is both and for even others it is not good or welcome news at all.  For first-time mothers like Mary and Elizabeth, it can be a moment filled with mixed emotion.
In the book "Misconception" Naomi Wolf describes the paradoxical nature of motherhood, particularly the impact on first-time mothers. She suggests that in pregnancy 
"a woman is in the grip of one of the most primal, joyful, lonely,   sensual, psychologically challenging, and physically painful experiences she can face. She's often overwhelmed by messages that infantilize who she's supposed to be and mystify what's happening to her." 
Both Mary and Elizabeth were in trouble.  They would have been subjected to scorn and ridicule by people in their home towns; to be sure people would be talking, accusing, gossiping, and adding more stress to the basic strain of pregnancy. Remember Elizabeth was pregnant for the first time. She would face ridicule because she was too old to be having a baby.  This would replace the shame placed on her because she had been considered barren. Talk about a no-win situation. 
          According to Meister Eckhart, a 14th century theologian, philosopher 
and mystic, 
We are all meant to be mothers of God. What good is it to me if this eternal birth of the divine Son takes place unceasingly but does not take place within myself? And, what good is it to me if Mary is full of grace if I am not also full of grace? What good is it to me for the Creator to give birth to his Son if I do not also give birth to him in my time and my culture? Then, then, is the fullness of time: When the Son of God is begotten in us.

It's our turn to carry the light and to persevere even against the odds, and, it seems, to take our own troubling news and wrap it up with joy and hope and trust, the virtues of Advent. In the Advent season in particular we're caught, suspended between fear and hope, on the edge of a new day, but facing formidable challenges: war, poverty, economic crises and harm to the earth. There are so many problems, and many of them mirrored in our own personal lives in broken relationships, ill health, money worries, and troubled consciences.  It is tempting to imagine that the human predicament whether we define that as the state of our warring world or the state of our broken lives, can never be healed or overturned. I, at least, often find it all to be very overwhelming! Yet Luke tells us that not only is redemption possible, it has already happened! Because of the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Christ, the Holy Spirit continues to smash into our lives, to bring us closer to the completion of creation and the already-and-not-yet reign of God. 
Taylor Caldwell, the 20th century author of the book “Of Captains and Kings” 
states: 
I am not alone at all, I thought. I was never alone at all. And that, of course, is the message of Christmas. We are never alone. Not when the night is darkest, the wind coldest, the world seemingly most indifferent. For this is still the time God chooses.
With Mary's greatly troubled yes, hope is enlivened and history is changed. Is God doing some very troubling thing, right here in our midst that is too wonderful for our imaginations or our words?  What is the deepest hope of Spirit of the Desert this Advent?  What extraordinary and grace-filled things have happened in our own lives this past year? How, in the midst of the Holy Spirit bringing troubling news to us is it possible to experience true peace? What is our role in the midst of what God is doing?   
With Mary's greatly troubled yes, hope is enlivened and history is changed. There is an unimaginable future for all people, a future that comes from God.  Salvation is created among us, and the fate of history is altered by a godly presence even if the news is troubling. This salvation resides in the hearts of those who believe in the gift and who stay awake eagerly because they know it is coming. With the prophets and the kings and the disciples we await it, with the nations we long for it, and through Mary in spite of the early church reformers we behold it.  So, let it be with us, according to God's will.
Will you join me as we approach God in prayer?
Prayer 
God of hope, you call us home from the exile of selfish oppression to the freedom of justice, the balm of healing, and the joy of sharing. Make us strong to join you in your holy work, as friends of strangers and victims, companions of those whom others shun, and as the happiness of those whose hearts are broken. We make our prayer through Jesus the  Christ.  Amen. 
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