3rd Sunday of Advent
Sermon 12.12.10

Scripture:
Isaiah 35:1-10



Luke 1:26-56

Oh, little town of Monterey.  Things seem quiet these days—not peaceful just quiet, like everyone’s holding their breath.  Bob Gauthier died last week.  Leroy Thorpe died the week before.  Len Simon will likely die sometime in the next few weeks.  All in their 70s, none are people we’re ready to let go.  This isn’t just sentiment speaking, though it is that.  I also mean that each of these men has served in real and specific ways in our life together and it isn’t clear at this point how we’ll continue on without them.  Leroy at the fish hatchery, Bob in the assessors’ office, Len at Volunteers in Medicine: their leaving really does put us at a loss, and these are just the losses I know about.  Which is to say nothing of how sad it makes us feel, how sad it makes me feel—all these good people going, going, gone.  
I have been impatient with you, and I think I owe you an apology.  When I was pregnant with Toby, about five months along, I had a dream.  In it, I realized that I could take him out and play with him, but only for a short time.  Then I had to put him back so he could continue on with his incubation.  I was eager for the promise of him to be fulfilled.  That’s who you’re dealing with in me—someone who’s eager for the promise to be fulfilled.  
I admit I sometimes bang around this town, frustrated that there’s not a whole lot for me to do.  I even read a book entitled The Unnecessary Pastor, whose agenda I thought might be how to deal with your own unnecessaryness as a pastor.  But the point of the book was actually to encourage pastors to unbusy themselves—to stay home from a meeting every once in a while, to opt out of attending the little league baseball games even though half the Sunday school plays on the team, to let the bake sale succeed without you and the church fair run on its own time-tested steam.  Well, that’s not really my problem, I realized, so I put the book down—now even one less thing to do because the pastoral challenge around here is people who say to me after the fact, “Oh, I know you’re busy; I didn’t want to bother you.”  “No, I’m not,” I want to respond.  “Please bother me.”  Last week, someone came to me a bit guilty that I’d helped her with something a number of years ago and she never was in touch to say how much she’d appreciated it.  “You must hate that,” she said, “that you don’t get to see what affect you’ve had.”  Not really, was my thought.  It’s more frustrating not to be called on in the first place.  It’s like people think those in the ministry don’t really want to do ministry.  But I do.

And yet I am impatient.  It’s not really true to say that I don’t hate not seeing the affect of what I do, not seeing the fulfillment of what I hope for and work for.  I marvel at medieval builders of cathedrals.  Public works projects that took two, three centuries to bring to fulfillment, one stone mason could spend his whole career, his whole life,on building something he would never see complete.  He wasn’t around when the project was begun, he’ll be long gone when it’s done.  But, really, about whom is this not true?  None of us was around when this whole thing began, and we’ll be long gone by the time it ends.  And it makes me crazy.  
You might have gathered as much from the sermon last week—hope gets me going and I take off with her into the wild night, leaving faith to warm her hands by the pleasing fire all alone.  
Given this, the most amazing detail in the gospel reading this morning to my hearing is this last one: “And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home.”
Can you imagine?  
We’ve had to rethink a lot of what we took to be true about Mary.  She’s often pictured a serene woman—and maybe she got there.  Maybe she was eventually a grown woman, full of peace and serenity, assured by faith.  Lord knows she went through the sorts of things that might land you in such a state—backed into a corner, really, where faith is your only choice.  The mother of several children (four boys that we know of who came after Jesus, and perhaps some daughters, though we don’t know), Mary managed to survive childbirth several times over, and once in a stable in the middle of a long journey.  But all this would pale in comparison, I can only guess, to what she would go through at the foot of the cross.  One of the most constant witnesses to Jesus’ suffering, Mary can only be remembered as having suffered along with him, maybe even to have said, or at least to have thought, “Take me instead.  Do that to me instead.”  Talk about a dream deferred: from hoping in a God who scatters the proud and brings down the powerful from their thrones in order to lift up the lowly and to fill the hungry with good things, to this—God’s great promise nailed to a cross.  Really, if such a life didn’t land you in bitterness and resentment, I suppose peace and serenity were the only other possibility.  

But she started out as a girl who I imagine was as audacious as she was serene.  With her tradition warm and at the ready in her heart, with words from her scriptures warmed up and at the ready on her tongue, she was all set to sing out when things got too amazing to contain.  Her powerful song recalls one from a millennium earlier—Hannah’s from when she had learned that her son Samuel would be a great prophet.  This is to say Mary was clearly someone being raised in a given tradition, and a rich one at that.  
And that’s good, I think, because it means she was not only open to a God who intrudes on history, does such things as send angels to deliver messages of startlingly good news and send the Spirit to plant seeds of startlingly new possibilities, but she also then had a way to come to terms with what was happening.  
As an aside, it all makes me wonder, annually to wonder whenever we hear Mary’s song, what language we have at the ready to come to terms with the great and terrible things that happen in this life?  What language does our culture cultivate in us so we might speak of the things that need spoken but that elude, even outsize speech?  Having none is a sort of poverty that all the wealth in the commercial world can do nothing to compensate for.  If we have none, we are, though rich, sent empty away.  But for the church.  Truly, if this is our context—a parched culture where tongues stick dumb to the roofs of mouths—then this could be a central purpose of the church: to speak and teach the sort of language that has the slaking power to name what’s real.  If this is our context—a culture that can hold people only in a narrow frame because what’s beyond is too beyond—then this could be the mission of the church: to sail the people to the horizon where we sing for joy that even here God leads us and God’s hand holds us fast for, of course, the horizon is nothing but the limit of our sight.
Back to Mary, now to consider, too, that being raised within a clearly defined culture comes with some risk—the assumption that this is all there is, the judgment that this is all there should be.  And, though part of Mary’s tradition is a God who declares, “Behold, I do a new thing; do you not perceive it?” it’s still a temptation, still a snare, that the people of such a God might say, “No—no more new things, we have all we need; no more new words, we’ve heard all we need to hear.”  God knows God’s people sometimes say such things today.  Yet somehow Mary managed to say, “Yes.”  Yes not only that she perceived it, but also that she’d participate in it; yes not only that she was a follower of the Lord God who ever goes before us, but moreover that she was this Lord’s servant, the handmaid of this God who, behold!, does a new thing.  
And then she returned to her home.  

After visiting her cousin Elizabeth, she herself startlingly pregnant, and staying with her for three months, she returned home.  

After conceiving a baby with the Holy Spirit, visiting her cousin to tell her about it, and singing one of the loveliest songs ever to be made up on the spot, she returned home.  
After receiving the angel Gabriel who had this to tell her: “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.  He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end,” after indeed conceiving with the Holy Spirit and then visiting her cousin (whose incubating child leapt for joy at Mary’s incubating child) and staying with her for three months, she returned home.

Really, can you imagine?

But, then again, what choice did she have?  She couldn’t take the baby out and make it all happen faster, make it all come true sooner.  She couldn’t force a fulfillment that takes time, takes time.  So, apparently she went about her life, but perhaps now with lighter steps.  Apparently she went about her day, but perhaps now with a song on her lips.  Maybe she went about her plain old tasks but now with joy instead of rote.  Maybe she was more faithful that I could have understood.
But that was then.  This is now—and I want to tell you I’ve recently had the sweetest couple weeks of work.  Sitting with Linda to hear about Leroy (Linda, who never sits and talks for too long); sitting with Len and Marion to think about what’s next for them; having reason and role to call Barbara Gauthier; and less urgently, less sorrowfully, simply meeting up with people—Glen who offered to help me shovel the church steps, Lynn whom I interviewed because she’s our new teacher, Jon who might participate in the Christmas Eve service: none would have happened if I hadn’t just been around.  (Around for nearly ten years! It’s true what they say about New Englanders.)  This I tell you not only by way of apologizing for my impatience but also because I’m not the only minister here: the pleasures of ministry are for us all to have, the pleasure of faith and faithfulness is for us all.  
I asked Shawn Tryon to be one of our Christmas Eve story-tellers.  As our new fire chief, went my thinking, he could join the others who are anchors in town and as such will be our story-tellers—Kate at the general store, Joe of the community center, Ruth of the community garden.  But he won’t be able to.  Not only will he be away, but moreover “it’s not his thing.”  Public speaking makes him nervous.  I assured him, “Well, I don’t like running into burning buildings, so I guess we’re all where we belong.”  But the truth is ministry is not unlike doing this: you run toward the pain you’d otherwise run away from.  What’s more, you do it with joy—yet not because you like pain but because you favor what’s real; not because you’re grim but because you hope and because your faith gives you the strength to wait it out, together to wait it out.  The promise remains, is even now taking root; the fulfillment is coming, indeed in its coming is already here.  

O little town of Monterey, how still we see thee lie.  Thanks be to God. 
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