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Sermon:  Luke 2: 1-20 (Why Mary?)
Merry Christmas!  What a special night it is.  Celebrating a time when the universe caught its breath, a time when the divine took on the mantle of mortality, when God became man.  The instant when everything changed.  The miracle of Jesus’ birth.
Our gospel begins in a way that is grounded in the mundane, almost pedantic in recounting the ordinariness of the situation.  It speaks of the emperor, the governor of Syria, and a registration for taxation purposes.  Rooting the event at a particular time, a particular place.  And it speaks of a pregnant woman and her spouse, journeying from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  A couple with no place to stay.
The gospel doesn’t sound so ordinary, especially on this sacred night, but that’s because we hear it as Holy Scripture.  And we know the whole story.  But to get the sense of how this was first heard, think of it as if it were written about an event in our time.  Think of it as describing the birth of a child who went on to become the most influential person of our era.  The story might be written like this.  “It was 2009.  Barack Obama was president and Jan Brewer was governor of Arizona.  A young couple came into Yuma by bus from San Luis.  The girl was in her teens and nine-months pregnant.  They had no money and no one would put them up.  The husband took some bales of hay from the side of a road and made a make-shift bed from them.  The girl had their baby in a field, and after wrapping the child in some clean rags, she put the baby in the hay-bed.”
Has a different ring to it, doesn’t it.  Imagine the baby, still bloody from delivery.  Imagine the baby’s cry, that unmistakable cry of birth.  Imagine the infant, nestled against the mother, with the father by their side.  This is how our gospel begins.
But our gospel does not stay with the common struggle of life.  It jumps to the miraculous, a story of angels bathed in the splendor of the glory of God.  And the heavenly host, praising God, saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to his people on earth . . .” A story of the fulfillment of prophesy, a story of the virgin birth.  It was a night of miracles.
You can’t be a Christian, you know, without believing in miracles.  There is no good news, no Christian faith, without believing that God became man in Jesus of Nazareth, that he was crucified by the Roman authorities at the prompting of the Jewish religious leadership, and that he was raised from the dead.  When John the Baptist began having doubts, in prison, and sent word to Jesus to ask if he was really the Messiah, Jesus said, “Tell John what you hear and see:  the blind receive sight, the lame walk, lepers are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and good news is preached to the poor.” 

There have been times in the history of our faith when people have challenged the miraculous.  The Deists of Thomas Jefferson’s age, the Age of Enlightenment.  Prompting Jefferson to create his own version of the New Testament, scratching out all the miracles and keeping only the moral teachings of Jesus.  Later the modernist movement of the early 20th century.  When Rudolph Bultmann taught, “Dead men don’t rise.”  Neither gained traction.
We don’t live in such a time now.  I think science has made it easier to believe in miracles.  Because science has made it more and more obvious that we cannot trust our intuition of what is possible and what is not.  We accept Einstein’s theory of relativity, where velocity, time, and mass are directly related.  And science now tells us that dark matter and dark energy are deemed necessary to explain the increased velocity of the expansion of the universe.

But it’s more than that.  The older I get, the more of life that seems miraculous.  The beauty of creation.  The wild diversity of life, including our own.  The inexplicable capacity of love.  Einstein said, “There are only two ways to live your life.  One is as though nothing is a miracle.  The other is as though everything is a miracle.”
Maybe that is why it is so easy for me to believe in the virgin birth.  To me it is a given; it is part of the Creed which we say every Sunday.  I believe that Mary passed on her genes to her son, and that her genes shaped his life like our mothers’ genes shape ours.  Jesus was fully God and fully human, complete with human DNA.  So Mary was part of Jesus in a way that was unique among all human beings.  And it made me wonder why God chose Mary, of all the women in the world, to bear his son.

The Bible doesn’t tell us much about this.  It says that Mary found favor in God’s sight.  But not why.  The Bible, in prophesy, says that the Messiah will be born of a virgin from the line of David,
 of the clan of Bethlehem Ephrathah.
  There is much speculation about other factors.  Her obedience, her faith, her receptivity.  Her humility, her willingness to risk her engagement to Joseph, her sense of social justice as evidenced in the Magnificat – Mary’s Song.
Let me add my own speculation, which stems from the genealogy of Christ that we have in the gospel of Matthew.
One thing stands out clearly.  Among all the names, four women are listed:  Tamar, the mother of Zerah; Rahab, the mother of Salmon; Ruth, the mother of Obed; and Bathsheba, the mother of Solomon.  Aside from Mary, these are the only women named in the genealogy of Jesus.
Not exactly the women you might expect Matthew to include.  Tamar was the daughter-in-law of Judah, one of the brothers of Joseph.  Judah was the brother that convinced the others to sell Joseph into slavery, rather than killing him.  Tamar’s husband, the firstborn son of Judah, died without leaving her an heir of Judah’s estate.  In order to have a child, when denied the legitimate way, Tamar pretended to be a prostitute and slept with Judah, her father-in-law.
  Tamar, a Canaanite, gave birth to twins, Perez and Zerah.  The gospel of Matthew traces Jesus’ genealogy through Zerah, Luke’s gospel through Perez.
Then there is Rahab, an Amorite.  While there is some dispute today whether the woman named as the mother of Salmon was the same as the woman named Rahab in the book of Joshua, the early church had no misgivings.  For Jerome she was  Rahab the harlot, a prostitute.  The book of Joshua tells how Joshua sent two spies from Shittim, to look over Jericho.  Scripture tells us, “So they went and entered the house of a prostitute named Rahab and stayed there.”  Rahab, to save herself and her family, hid the spies from the king.  And when Joshua later conquered Jericho, Rahab and her family were spared.
Third, there is Ruth, a Moabite woman.  Devoted to her mother-in-law, Naomi. Ruth followed her back to Judea when her husband died, saying, “Your people will be my people and your God my God.”  The story of Ruth and Boaz is a genuine love story.  His first words to her were, “The Lord be with you.”  But it remains indisputable that, at the instruction of Naomi, Ruth seduced Boaz.  Naomi tells her, “Tonight he will be winnowing barley on the threshing-floor.  Wash and perfume yourself, and put on your best clothes.  Then go down to the threshing-floor, but don’t let him know you are there until he has finished eating and drinking.  When he lies down, go and uncover his feet and lie down.  He will tell you what to do.”  And Ruth does as she is told.
And lastly we come to Bathsheba.  A beautiful woman, she catches King David’s eye while she is bathing.  He finds out that she is the wife of Uriah the Hittite, but nonetheless sends for her, and he sleeps with her.  This while Uriah was fighting the Ammonites for him.  Bathsheba gets pregnant, and David calls Uriah to him.  David tries to get Uriah to sleep with his wife (“Go down to your house and wash your feet”), but Uriah will have none of it.  At this point David conspires with Uriah’s commander to have him killed in battle.  Bathsheba mourned for the customary time, and then married David.
I think this is at least part of the reason that God chose Mary to be the mother of Jesus.  It was God’s will that Jesus come into this world as one of the least of us.  He came into a family that was not rich or privileged.  His father and mother were denied even the most basic charity, of a room for Mary to give birth to her child.  The manger, which we romanticize, was surely humiliation for Joseph.
And God chose Mary so that Jesus would come from a mixture of Jewish and Gentile blood, with sexually immoral women and men in his lineage.  Not to glorify or discount immorality, but to show the reach of the grace of God.  Because Jesus came into the world for one reason: to save us.  To show us the way to the Father, to show us the suffering of the innocent and the redemption of sinners.  That we, regardless of what we have done in our lives, may be transformed into his likeness, and experience true happiness and joy and peace and love.  I can’t shake the image of Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba being among the heavenly host.  Ecstatic as they witnessed the birth of Jesus from this innocent young girl, the virgin Mary.
Jesus changes us, transforming us in miraculous ways when we let him.  But this “letting him” works better together than alone.  Let me show you this by a song.  You will need to bear with me.
(Sing “What Child is This”, starting alone, then with some accompaniment, then with the choir and brass, then with the congregation.)
Sorry to say, that’s the best I can do on my own.  But what if I had some help?

Better, but still needs help.  Maybe the choir will assist?

Much better, but how would it sound with all of us together?

You see, it works better together.  Join us in the New Year.

Merry Christmas!
� Matt 11:4-5


� Isa 7:14-15, Isa 9:6-7


� Micah 5:2-3


� Gen 38:1-30
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