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Troublemaking Unwed Mothers 
 
Let us pray... 
 
She was not the first one they asked, you know.  The angels had several superior 
candidates for the role of Jesus’ mother.  There was Priscilla, the quiet girl two villages 
over who seemed to have been born knowing how to cook and sew and clean to 
perfection.  And Esther, who lived right nearby:  her faith just radiated out of her, she 
spent hours and hours on her knees in prayer.  Not to mention Naomi, who was always 
seen in the village streets, sharing her food with beggars and visiting with the poor 
lonely widows.  These girls, and a few others, were held up as examples of piety and 
purity and perfection.  They were the ones the angels went to first. 
 
And they all said no.  Some whispered their answer, some cried, some screamed, but it 
was always the same:  No, no, no, no, no.  No, I cannot deal with that responsibility.  
No, I am not worthy of that role.  No, I couldn’t handle the pressure.  No, please, find 
another way for me to serve.  Polite ways of saying what they really felt:  Me, an unwed 
mother?  No way!  Have everyone think I’ve broken the religious laws?  Absolutely not!  
Deal with the looks and the whispers and the shame?  No thank you!  Is an angel is 
going to follow me around explaining to everyone that this is God’s baby?  No?  Then 
no! 
 
So the angels kept working their way down the list.  Finally they got to Mary.  She’d 
made the list almost as an afterthought.  When the angels discussed her, it was a 
precursor of the Sound of Music, when the nuns shake their heads about Maria:  She’s 
always disheveled, and forgetful about helping her mother.  She prays a lot, but loudly 
and as if she’s arguing with God.  It seems her favorite word is “Why?” - she always has 
questions and challenges and arguments.  Mary, really? 
 
But, God put her on the list, and it was Gabriel’s turn to do the asking, so he found her 
in Nazareth and went through his routine:  “Greetings, favored one... God is with you...  
Don’t be afraid, but you’re going to get pregnant and bear a son and name him Jesus.  
He’ll be God’s child and will have a world-changing life.  Okay?”  Gabriel started packing 
up his scroll, ready for Mary’s “no”, when instead she said, “Here am I, let it be so.”  The 
angels were stunned:  Mary said yes - of all people, Mary. 
 
Christian tradition has turned Mary into a very demure character:  she sits so still, a blue 
scarf on her bowed head; the quiet, obedient, passive “vessel”.  But that doesn’t really 
align with this morning’s scripture reading, with the words the gospel writer Luke puts in 
Mary’s mouth.  Remember our Christmas-pageant version of Jesus’ birth is a mash-up 
of the gospels according to Matthew and Luke (Jesus is already an adult at the 
beginning of the other two gospels), and Mary’s speech is only found in Luke.  Ralph 
read one version of the text; hear this one from The Message: 



2 

“And Mary said, I'm bursting with God-news;  
I'm dancing the song of my Savior God.  
God took one good look at me, and look what happened –  
I'm the most fortunate woman on earth!  
What God has done for me will never be forgotten,  
the God whose very name is holy, set apart from all others.  
[God’s] mercy flows in wave after wave  
on those who are in awe before [God}.  
[God] bared [God’s] arm and showed [God’s] strength,  
scattered the bluffing braggarts.  
[God] knocked tyrants off their high horses, pulled victims out of the mud. The starving 
poor sat down to a banquet;  
the callous rich were left out in the cold.  
[God] embraced [God’s] chosen child, Israel;  
[God] remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high.  
It's exactly what [God] promised,  
beginning with Abraham and right up to now.” 
 
My guess is, after the angels heard that speech, they knew the right teenage girl had 
said “Yes” to being Jesus’ mother.  Jesus, after all, was going to be a wine-drinking, 
prostitute-befriending, temple-table-turning, outcaste-gathering, truth-telling, radical.  
Where would he learn his revolutionary ways, if not from his mother?  The One who 
would bring God’s love to earth didn’t need to be raised by people focused on following 
rules and always asking “What will the neighbors say?”  Jesus needed parents who 
would say, “What is God calling you to do and be?”  When Jesus answered, “Be a 
traveling prophet and healer who helps people see the kin-dom of God in their midst 
which means I’ll never make any money and probably won’t live beyond the age of 33” 
those same parents might have said “Really?  Are you sure?  Could you ask again?”  
But then they would say to their son, “Yes.  Go.  And here is bread and wine for the 
journey.  Share it with your friends.” 
 
In this Advent - Christmas season, it is tempting to focus on this sweet little baby, his 
pious young mother, his strong-and-silent father.  But that’s a pretty sanitized version of 
the story.  The baby in the manger is going to become a man who challenges all our 
assumptions and faces pain and death.  The end of the Christmas story isn’t “and they 
all lived happily ever after”, in fact it’s the beginning of the story, the story about God 
being in our midst and calling us to live compassionate lives of justice and peace. 
 
And Mary’s speech sets the tone.  She is a poor, unwed teenage mother living in an 
occupied territory under Roman rule.  She is the lowest of the low.  And yet she sings 
out:  “I am bursting with God-news, I’m the most fortunate woman on earth!”  Picture the 
words shouted, in 2013, by a young pregnant girl in the US illegally.  Mary is a prophet, 
proclaiming that God has turned everything upside down, starting with her:  and now the 
hungry are filled with good things and the rich are sent away empty, the proud have had 
their bubbles burst, the bottom of the barrel is on the top of the heap.   
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Of course, there is only one problem.  More than 2,000 years later and we’ve still got 
starving children and cruel governments and racism and sexism.  We know more about 
addiction and mental illness now, but that doesn’t mean we’re much better at dealing 
with it.  And we’ve added gun violence and environmental devastation.  Mary’s speech 
sounds like peace and justice have been accomplished, and yet thousands of years 
later we’ve still got a long way to go. 
 
I think, maybe, that’s because God isn’t done being born.  According to Christian 
tradition, the child with which Mary was pregnant was, in some way, God.  In the 
orthodox tradition, the title for Mary is “Theotokos”, Greek for “God bearer”.  Mary 
carried God within her, gave birth, in some sense, to God.  But so, too, are the rest of us 
“theotokos”, God-bearers.  Each of us carries within us a bit of that divine light, a piece 
of God’s presence.  And maybe, just maybe, enough of that divine presence hasn’t yet 
come to be in the world.   
 
All these years later, Mary’s radical speech is a pretty big challenge to us.  She says, “I 
said yes to the God within me, how about you?  Will you listen to the God-voice within 
you?  Will you take a path unfamiliar and even dangerous?  Will you risk, and rejoice in 
the risking?”  We all carry God within us:  will we keep that presence carefully 
contained, or let it burst out from us like Mary’s song? 
 
Every time we speak up for justice, every time we act with compassion, every time we 
give so others can have more, every time we let go of regret and grudges - every time, 
a little bit more of God is born in this world.  Maybe things aren’t going to shift for 
another 2,000 years - or maybe  the day is tomorrow.  It might be the bit of God that is 
within you that will tilt the scales, and Mary’s wild, wonderful radical speech will come 
true. 
 
Like I said, in this Advent-Christmas season we’re invited to focus on the sweet baby in 
the hay.  But God isn’t born in that little manger on the altar, friends.  God is born in us, 
in our hearts, in our very beings, in our lives, in all that we do and say.  If God isn’t born 
in us, then God isn’t born anywhere. 
 
The angels are coming again.  With their list.  At each of us they stop and promise us, 
“God is with you”.  And then they ask, “Will you bear God in the world?”  And the whole 
earth waits for your answer.  Amen. 


