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God is scandalous!

She was still a teenager when the angel Gabriel visited her.
She was not yet married, but she was betrothed. Her marriage had been arranged by her father. She was
supposed to live at home for a year after the betrothal. Then the groom would take her to his home. "Legally,
the marriage was sealed after the engagement. Thus, if Joseph had died before the wedding, Mary would have
been considered a widow. Betrothals usually took place when the girl was twelve or thirteen years old".
(Culpepper in Luke, the New Interpreter's Bible).

Although it was part of the mentality of that time that women got married and conceived at an early age, it
was still a hard experience to face pregnancy at the age of 12 or 13. For Mary to speak about pregnancy was
not easy, as it is not for any girl. But even more complicated was to speak about what the angel was
proposing. Mary knew the order of things in life: betrothal, marriage, pregnancy and then birth. To invert that
order was too risky.

"To be a betrothed virgin meant that the woman was already considered the man's possession. Her life
belonged to him. If an engaged woman was raped or suspected of infidelity, or worse yet, she became
pregnant, she was considered damaged goods â�� of little value. Her husband-to-be could have her punished,
or if he chose, have her put to death by stoning. At the very least, the culture would expect him to send her
away. If Mary were to make the outrageous claim that she was pregnant with God's own son, the religious
leaders would have charged her with blasphemy against God and would undoubtedly have imposed a death
sentence". (Helen Bruch Pearson in Mother Roots p. 230)

Mary listened to Gabriel and kept silent. Well, not exactly! As you could see, our Mary this morning was not
very satisfied. She was perplexed with his words. Even his words of greetings sounded strange to her. She
may have pondered what sort of greeting this might be -- "favored one!". What does it mean to be favored by
God? And how would she not be afraid if she would conceive and bear an illegitimate child? Was finding
favor with God worth being disfavored and discredited by others? How would she convince her mother,
father, grandmother, grandfather and Joseph that this child is the Son of God? How could she escape
abandonment, punishment and death in case Joseph does not believe her?

Can you imagine all the questions she asked herself? How troubled she was before so absurd a proposition?

And there was that older-then-life archangel saying to a young woman little older then a child, "Don't be
afraid". Well, if the angel looked like Peter and sang Ave Maria by Gounoud, it would make it easier perhaps,
don't you think?

Then Mary asked only one question: "How can this be, since I am virgin?" She demanded a direct answer
from the angel, which was not given to her. The angel said, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the
power of the most high will overshadow you". These words don't really answer her question.

Scholar Helen Pearson says that "God took a great risk in our creation by giving us the freedom to choose.
God's invitation through the angel left room for Mary to choose. Just as we have the freedom to say no to
God, so did Mary have room to decline the invitation."

But Mary said yes. Her 'yes' was an act of faith that moved her from a state of uncertainty, doubt and fear to
another state of uncertainty and perhaps still doubt, but not fear. She let it all go - whatever was causing
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anxiety and worry - and trusted in God. Mary was brave enough to recognize that she was not able to see what
God was showing her, so she trusted in God's eyes. She could not understand fully the scandalous proposition
of God, still she accepted whatever plans God conceived. Mary's motherhood was a free choice. She didn't
consult Joseph. And here is precisely where the break from the patriarchal structure in which Mary lived
happens. She takes a decision on her own, without consulting her husband to be. And more than that, her
pregnancy is transformed into an act of liberation. As we can see later on in chapter one of Luke (verses
51-54), she becomes the proclaimer of "a revolutionary transformation of an unjust social order." (Rosemary
Ruether in Sexism and God-Talk, p.153)

Rosemary Ruether says that "The free act of faith is possible only when we can recognize the genuine unity
between response to God and our own liberation. Faith ceases to be heteronymous submission to external
authorities and becomes a free act. Only through that free human responsiveness to God is God enabled to
become the transformer of history. Without such faith no miracles can happen. When such faith is absent,
Christ can do nothing. This is the radical dependence of God on humanity... Mary's faith makes it possible
God's entrance into history."

This morning Mary and the angel call us to say 'yes'. Has God been telling you something you are avoiding to
hear? Is there a decision waiting to be made that will turn your life around, and perhaps the lives of others?
Are you feeling impelled to do something that you believe is God's will for you?

By answering 'yes' to God's invitation, Mary framed her life with a different perspective that combined reality
with hope, vision with announcement, present with future, transformation with liberation. She became a
prophet herself, seeing with eyes that were not hers, growing a promise within her very self.

God was scandalous enough to ask a young woman little older than a child to bear God's own Son. God is still
scandalous enough to ask us to continue bearing this child within us.

Amen.
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