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*Title Slide 
Today we begin a sermon series which I have titled, Sacred Surprises. In 
it, I intend for us to look closely at the story of Jesus’ birth as it was told 
by the author of Luke. As we do, I would like us to think and talk about 
the moments, which I have called sacred surprises, but another name 
for them might be “Ah ha” moments, when God breaks into the lives of 
the people in the story. I hope as we look at these moments, we will be 
able to think about what they might mean for us today and how they 
might inform our response to God breaking into our own lives.  
 
The book of Luke begins with the story of Elizabeth and Zechariah. 
Zechariah was a priest. He was married to Elizabeth. The story 
describes the couple in this way, “righteous before God, living 
blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the 
Lord.” It is somewhat incongruent then, when we learn that the couple 
had never had children. In the ancient world, the inability to produce 
children was blamed not on physiology or genetics, but on the couple 
themselves. They must have done something wrong. Because of this, a 
childless couple, no matter how “blameless” they seemed, would have 
been ashamed, even though they wouldn’t have known what they had 
done to “deserve” their plight.  
 
*One day when Zechariah was tending the sanctuary, an angel, Gabriel, 
came to him and told the understandably terrified man that Elizabeth 
would conceive and they would have a baby. Gabriel explained that the 
baby would bring joy and gladness, be filled with the spirit of God and, 
would be amazing, turning the hearts of the people of Israel toward 
God once again. Zechariah listened and then said basically, “WHAT? 



You know we’re old, right?” In the story, Gabriel seemed a little 
insulted that Zechariah questioned his announcement. And in fact, 
Zechariah was rendered unable to speak again until the baby was born.  
The story ends here with confirmation that Elizabeth did indeed 
conceive, “This is what the Lord has done for me when he looked 
favorably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among my 
people,” she said. 
 
We know that Gabriel’s part in the Gospel of Luke is not finished. We 
also know that Zechariah and Elizabeth’s sacred surprise (Ah Ha 
moment) heralded the birth of John the Baptist whose story is 
intricately interwoven with the story of another similar surprise. This is 
the story of Mary’s encounter with Gabriel as told in Eugene Peterson’s, 
The Message. 
  
*26-28 In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel 
Gabriel to the Galilean village of Nazareth to a virgin engaged to be 
married to a man descended from David. His name was Joseph, and the 
virgin’s name, Mary. Upon entering, Gabriel greeted her: 

Good morning! 
You’re beautiful with God’s beauty, 
Beautiful inside and out! 
God be with you. 

29-33 She was thoroughly shaken, wondering what was behind a greeting 
like that. But the angel assured her, “Mary, you have nothing to fear. 
God has a surprise for you: You will become pregnant and give birth to 
a son and call his name Jesus. 

He will be great, 
    be called ‘Son of the Highest.’ 
The Lord God will give him 
    the throne of his father David; 



He will rule Jacob’s house forever— 
    no end, ever, to his kingdom.” 

34 Mary said to the angel, “But how? I’ve never slept with a man.” 

35 The angel answered, 

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 
    the power of the Highest hover over you; 
Therefore, the child you bring to birth 
    will be called Holy, Son of God. 

36-38 “And did you know that your cousin Elizabeth conceived a son, old 
as she is? Everyone called her barren, and here she is six months 
pregnant! Nothing, you see, is impossible with God.” 

And Mary said, 

Yes, I see it all now: 
    I’m the Lord’s maid, ready to serve. 
Let it be with me 
    just as you say. 

Then the angel left her. 

In many ways, Gabriel’s announcement to Mary of the birth of Jesus 
reads almost exactly like the announcements of the birth of Ishmael in 
Genesis 16, the birth of Samson in Judges 13, and of course, the birth of 
John the Baptist. Our passage this morning tells the Jesus version of this 
classic account of wondrous birth. By using this literary structure, the 
author of Luke places the birth of Jesus into the context of a series of 
sacred surprises, moments when God broke in to human history.  
 
The biblical stories in which a special birth is announced follow a 
consistent pattern: the appearance of a divine figure, fear or confusion 
in the one to whom the figure appears, the announcement of the 
message, and objection by the one receiving the message, and finally a 



concluding promise or blessing from the divine figure. This structure 
does more than provide framework for the details of the story. It 
illuminates the difficulty of divine intervention into human history. God 
breaks into our lives and we protest!  
 
Think about that for a minute. Throughout human history, the Creator 
of the world has broken into the lives of people over and over again 
and our first reaction is to protest. No, not me. There must be a 
mistake. I don’t have time. Wrong skillset. I can’t do that. As I 
considered these various examples of human beings protesting God’s 
call, I found myself wondering whether Mary was the first woman 
Gabriel approached. Or was she the first that said yes? 
 
Gabriel began his conversation with Mary by addressing her, “Good 
morning! You’re beautiful with God’s beauty, beautiful inside and out! 
God be with you.” The text tells us that Mary’s first response to this 
over the top greeting was confusion and fear, she was “shaken” are the 
words The Message paraphrase uses. “Mary, you have nothing to fear. 
God has a surprise for you,” Gabriel told her. I think we talked at Easter 
about this habit that angels have, in the biblical narrative, of appearing 
to people and saying, “Do not be afraid.” I said then, and I still believe 
this to be true, telling someone not to be afraid, in my experience, is 
not a remedy for fear.  
 
And certainly, what Gabriel said next did nothing to ease Mary’s fear, 
“You will become pregnant and give birth to a son and call his name 
Jesus. He will be great, be called ‘Son of the Highest.’” 
 
Well, how can this be? 
That was Mary’s question, “How?”  
We’ve all asked this question in response to something we don’t 
understand, something we can’t immediately explain. And when we ask 



the question, “How can this be?”, we really want to know, how this can 
be.  
 
*This moment in the story brings us face to face with the one thing that 
drives us absolutely wild…mystery. Heaven and earth momentarily 
meet as God chooses an ordinary woman as an instrument of God’s 
mercy, love, and grace, a moment for which words and concepts and 
intellectual propositions are hopelessly inadequate. It’s the realization 
that there is so much about life… and about God that we don’t 
understand.  
 
Gabriel, knowing Mary’s question was not rhetorical, answered by 
explaining that the Spirit of God would come upon her. Bolstering his 
explanation, Gabriel revealed that Elizabeth, in her advanced age, was 
also expecting a child, “For nothing is impossible with God.” Then Mary 
responded, “Yes, I see it all now: I’m the Lord’s maid, ready to serve. 
Let it be with me just as you say.”  
Imagine, if you will, Mary’s yes, not as a weak, submissive response, but 
a response rooted in strength and faith…imagine her swallowing hard 
and responding not with a wavering voice, but with a determined, 
intentional, “Yes.” And with that, she let go of what she thought her life 
would be and turned toward something so different, so completely 
mysterious that God breaking into her life becomes the only reasonable 
explanation.  
 
And while we are dwelling in the deeply mysterious, what if we imagine 
that we could possibly enter into this experience from Gabriel’s 
perspective? United Methodist Minister, author and artist, Jan 
Richardson, in her Advent reflections, considers Gabriel’s perception of 
this encounter.  
 
For a moment 
I hesitated 



on the threshold. 
For the space 
of a breath 
I paused, 
unwilling to disturb 
her last ordinary moment, 
knowing that the next step 
would cleave her life: 
that this day 
would slice her story 
in two, 
dividing all the days before 
from all the ones 
to come. 
The artists would later 
depict the scene: 
Mary dazzled 
by the archangel, 
her head bowed 
in humble assent, 
awed by the messenger 
who condescended 
to leave paradise 
to bestow such an honor 
upon a woman, and mortal. 
Yet I tell you 
it was I who was dazzled, 
I who found myself agape 
when I came upon her— 
reading, at the loom, in the kitchen, 
I cannot now recall; 
only that the woman before me— 
blessed and full of grace 



long before I called her so— 
shimmered with how completely 
she inhabited herself, 
inhabited the space around her, 
inhabited the moment 
that hung between us. 
I wanted to save her 
from what I had been sent 
to say. 
Yet when the time came, 
when I had stammered 
the invitation 
(history would not record 
the sweat on my brow, 
the pounding of my heart; 
would not note 
that I said 
Do not be afraid 
to myself as much as 
to her) 
it was she 
who saved me— 
her first deliverance— 
her Let it be 
not just declaration 
to the Divine 
but a word of solace, 
of soothing, 
of benediction 
for the angel 
in the doorway 
who would hesitate 
one last time— 



just for the space 
of a breath 
torn from his chest— 
before wrenching himself away 
from her radiant consent, 
her beautiful and 
awful yes. 
 
I started writing this sermon with the idea that Gabriel’s appearance 
was the sacred surprise, but I have to wonder, which was more 
surprising to Mary, the appearance of Gabriel or the word she heard 
coming from her own mouth, “Yes?” Our Protestant theology, 
regarding Mary, has taught us that the extraordinary thing about Mary 
was her ordinariness. Mary is like us. Her story speaks to people, often 
regardless of their religious faith or lack of it. She resonates deep in the 
human soul. Mary’s role in the story reminds us that we are all included 
in the work of God. If a young, ordinary woman can be part of the 
revelation of God’s love for the world, then surely, we can be too. 
 
If she was really an ordinary young woman, how in the world did she 
utter the words Yes, I see it all now,” when presented with this divine 
message? Episcopal Priest, Morton Kelsey, in his book, The Dreams of 
Christmas, imagined what Mary might have had to look forward to after 
this encounter with Gabriel. He wrote, “Most people are more 
comfortable with violence than unconventional sexual behavior and 
Mary’s neighbors were no exception. The villagers could count and they 
talked about the impropriety of Mary’s pregnancy. They smiled 
knowingly as Mary passed them to draw water from the village well. 
When the story of a heavenly visitor leaked out, they snickered 
openly.” 
 
In the face of that, how did she bring herself to say, “Yes?” The short 
answer…I think she believed the angel, maybe based on her own 



experiences of God, maybe not, but she believed Gabriel when he said, 
“Nothing is impossible with God.” I think hearing the word, “Yes,” come 
from her own mouth was the “sacred surprise” for Mary. It was truly 
the moment that God broke into her life and changed it forever. In that 
moment, she understood herself as part of what God was doing in the 
world. The hard thing that Mary was being asked to do was worth it, 
because if that angel was right, and God really could do the impossible, 
breaking into her ordinary life, maybe the world would be made right, 
just like God had promised.  
 
Mary’s story is a reminder of how grounded in life this faith of ours is. 
Sometimes we find ourselves thinking of our faith in terms of ideas and 
propositions and truth claims. We measure our faith against doctrinal 
statements and creeds, or we proclaim, I’m part of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) we don’t subscribe to any creeds. Mary reminds us 
that our faith is really a response to a love that since the beginning of 
time has been expressed not in a carefully reasoned thesis, but in 
human life.  
 
Mary’s story reminds us that we should expect God to show up, not 
only in inspired worship, beautiful art, and elegant theology, but right 
in the middle of our messy, ordinary lives. In fact, it may even feel, at 
times, like God is showing up just in time to make our lives messier.   
My experiences have taught me that rarely is saying, “Yes,” to 
partnering with God, convenient or neat or easy. And quite frankly, that 
has been bothersome to me at times. Why can’t God show up and send 
me to my room for a nap? Often, when God breaks into my life, it 
messes up my calendar, changes my plan, and rewrites my sermon on 
Sunday morning. I think that’s why I’m always a little suspicious of 
Christians who claim God showed up, affirmed their way of thinking 
and worked everything out so life makes sense and it’s smooth sailing 
from now on. Putting it in Christmas terms, my own experience has 
been more like this: 



 
Show Christmas Vacation Tree Clip 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsg0NGB4fHU 
 
*Sacred surprises are rarely what we expect, they are rarely “the easy 
thing”, and we usually feel ill-equipped to participate in them. In this 
time of Advent preparation, as we wait for the celebration of Jesus’ 
birth, let us ponder the ways in which God is breaking into this world 
and how we are being asked to participate. And even though it may be 
messy, let’s remain open to hear ourselves as we respond, not in 
protest, but with confidence and courage by simply saying, “Yes.” 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


