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Mary is Surprised 

Mary was a young woman, a teenage girl, living in a town in ancient Israel. She had become engaged to be married to a man by name of Joseph, which she thought was pretty exciting, and which was about the most exciting thing that she had ever dreamed of. In those days, before girls could go to school or have a job outside of the home, there were not many options for excitement for young women.

That was all about to change for Mary, as a big surprise came her way. Let us read to you from the Gospel of Jesus Christ – that means, the Good News of Jesus Christ – according to Luke. (Luke 1:26-38  The Message)
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.
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.”
Mary said to the angel, “But how? I’ve never slept with a man.”
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.
“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.
SOLO "Now the Heavens Start to Whisper"
Elizabeth is Surprised  

Mary was too young to have a baby, and Elizabeth was too old. And yet God had come to Elizabeth’s husband, Zachariah, and told him that Elizabeth would have a son, who they would name John. And surprise --  Elizabeth does become pregnant, and then one day she is further surprised by a visit from her relative Mary. 

Reading further from the Gospel According to Luke (Luke 1:39-45, The Message):
Mary didn’t waste a minute. She got up and traveled to a town in Judah in the hill country, straight to Zachariah’s house, and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby in her womb leaped. She was filled with the Holy Spirit, and sang out exuberantly,
You’re so blessed among women,
    and the babe in your womb, also blessed!
And why am I so blessed that
    the mother of my Lord visits me?
The moment the sound of your
    greeting entered my ears,
The babe in my womb
    skipped like a lamb for sheer joy.
Blessed woman, who believed what God said,
    believed every word would come true!
Let me tell you what I love about this part of the story. It is not just Elizabeth who is surprised – even her son John, who is still in her womb, is surprised! He senses that Jesus, who Mary is carrying in her womb, has come near – so he does a summersault inside his mother, in Elizabeth’s womb!  I think what Luke, who is writing all this down for us, wants to tell us is that when Jesus comes near, when we sense God’s presence near us, our hearts should leap for joy as well. And maybe doing a summersault would not be  a bad idea either!
ANTHEM "Christ Be Our Light" B. Farrell

Well, God’s surprises never seem to end. Little baby Jesus is born in Bethlehem; the savior whom Israel longed for had finally arrived. And who hears this wonderful news first? Maybe you expect the king is told first; maybe you think no, the priests in the Temple, they have first dibs on this news; but, surprise!, the news come first to just about the poorest people around – the ones who spend the cold winter nights outside and among the sheep, the shepherds. Taking up the story again from the Bible (Luke 2:8-14, The Message):

There were shepherds camping in the neighborhood. They had set night watches over their sheep. Suddenly, God’s angel stood among them and God’s glory blazed around them. They were terrified. The angel said, “Don’t be afraid. I’m here to announce a great and joyful event that is meant for everybody, worldwide: A Savior has just been born in David’s town, a Savior who is Messiah and Master. This is what you’re to look for: a baby wrapped in a blanket and lying in a manger.”
 At once the angel was joined by a huge angelic choir singing God’s praises:
Glory to God in the heavenly heights,
Peace to all men and women on earth who please him.
ANTHEM "Song of the Stable" T. Smith, D. Haas

Our Turn to Surprise! 

Now maybe you are thinking that God is the only one with some surprises up their sleeve. But I have one more for you. Listen to this last little bit of the Christmas story, and see if you can pick up the surprise (Luke 2:15-20 The Message).

 As the angel choir withdrew into heaven, the shepherds talked it over. “Let’s get over to Bethlehem as fast as we can and see for ourselves what God has revealed to us.” They left, running, and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in the manger. Seeing was believing. They told everyone they met what the angels had said about this child. All who heard the shepherds were impressed.
Mary kept all these things to herself, holding them dear, deep within herself. The shepherds returned and let loose, glorifying and praising God for everything they had heard and seen. It turned out exactly the way they’d been told!

I think what surprises me is that these shepherds go around telling other people about what God is up to in the world. They do not keep this treasure to themselves; they do not say, “We are only poor shepherds, just a bunch of hillbillies, just nobodies in the eyes of the world, so let’s just keep this to ourselves.” No, they go off to Bethlehem, tell all they heard from the angels not only to Mary and Joseph, but to everybody else around; and “all who heard it were amazed”.


I think Luke is telling us that we are supposed to do the same thing as those shepherds. That is it our turn to share the good news of God’s love with all people. The last surprise is, God wants us to be herald angels in our own time, wants us to be like those shepherds putting our faith into action. In the words of the anthem the choir is ready to sing, God wants us to “go tell it on the mountain, over the hills, and everywhere.” May we, with God at our side, do so. Amen.
ANTHEM     “Go Tell It On the Mountain”
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