In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
How do we receive news? How do you react when someone comes to you with something important? It could be good news, or bad, or do you react differently to good news compared to bad news? I’m sure the emotions would be different, but do you pause, then react, does it take a while to sink in, or do you immediately react then later try to find out more?

There is a whole bunch of news or information in our readings today. The first two verses of the first reading are the verses Jesus used to announce His mission to the world. In the synagogue of His home town He stood up and read:

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 

because he has anointed me 

to preach good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 

and recovery of sight for the blind, 

to release the oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
 

Initially the people were amazed, but as He continued, they grew furious and wanted to kill Him.

Our psalm has the title of a love or wedding song, “My heart is stirred by a noble theme” it begins, all wonderful and flowery it might make you feel. And then our second reading. It is almost the postscript to a letter, when you’ve said all the newsy things, and then just before you finish off you remember some last minute instructions. Things like, ‘Don’t forget to turn off the stove, check the lights are on and the windows closed.’ It can be easy to gloss over these kinds of things, Yeah yeah, I’ll get to them, or Of course I won’t forget! Are my two most common reactions. And yet there is some wonderful truths in those few words. What I’m asking today, is how do we receive news or information like that.

The gospel has another reaction. The writer of John’s Gospel goes to great lengths to ensure that there is no doubt that John the Baptist was not the Christ. He has those opening words before John the Baptist even speaks. But the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests and Levites and even some Pharisees to John the Baptist to question him. They almost interrogate him. “Who are you?” “Who are you?” they keep asking, and then “What are you doing?” It isn’t recorded here what they did with the answers they were given, but if we trace their attitude and behavior during Jesus’ ministry, the answers don’t seem to have made much impression on them.

So amazement, anger, tenderness, dismissal and questioning are just some of the reactions we’ve read about just today.

The main reason why I want to look at this point is for us to come back to check our reaction to the news of the birth of Jesus. You see it’s easy in the hype and commercial merchandising frenzy that Christmas has become to forget the true message. Even the Christmas wish list that you might have heard about on Highveld Stereo misses the mark a bit. It’s not that what they are doing is wrong or bad, far from it, nor is the giving of presents a bad thing, but why do we do it? One of my pet dislikes is when I see Christmas abbreviated to Xmas. It sums up this disregard for the reason for the season. Or as the other saying goes, Lets put Christ back into Christmas.

So what is the point, what should we be looking at. Well today I want to strip away even the religious layers that the Church has wrapped around Christmas. It does help if you have seen it, and for that reason I’d recommend to anyone a visit to the Holy Land, but things around the time of Jesus’ birth weren’t all pretty and nice. They weren’t even that clean or nice smelling. The reality is that Mary was an insignificant woman from a small backwater town in the remote corner of the country, with no reputation for religion or learning
, perhaps in a Charlise Theron kind of way. You might recall her acceptance speech when she won the Oscar. She described herself as coming “from a small farm in Africa”, meaning of course Benoni. Now I’m sure you can all picture Charlise Theron, but of Mary there is no record of her looks, if she was pretty, or plain, and she certainly didn’t have any fancy clothes. I’ve always wondered what happened to those precious gifts the Wise men brought. But what Mary did have in abundance was faith.

Now we can debate weather God knew that Mary would say ‘yes’ when the angel asked her, or if He had a backup plan, perhaps a list of suitable candidates that He would work down. We could debate that, but it wouldn’t change the fact that Mary said ‘yes’. But it wasn’t just a simple yes.

Mary’s humanity is clearly shown in the passage we will read next week as our Gospel. I don’t want to give you a sermon based on that passage, and deny {Micky or Dad} a topic for next week, but perhaps we can glance at it and I would ask you to prepare your mind now for next week, so that as it’s read you can see this thread.

The passage is Luke 1:26-38.

It starts with the angel greeting Mary. 

Now the greeting wasn’t too unusual, but perhaps it was the setting, or the angel’s appearance or delivery, because Mary is “greatly troubled”. This is a completely normal human response.

The angel goes on to reassure her and adds more details about what God is proposing.

Mary responds with a question, clarifying a point. It’s interesting that she focused on the most important point. She didn’t worry about how Jesus would become great, or ascend to the throne of David, or rule a kingdom. No, she asks “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” 
Again the angel fills in some details.

And then, and only then does Mary respond, “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” 

Even Mary, one of the greatest examples of faith, needed some details filled in. She exhibited completely normal human reactions. She was afraid, asked for details, and then believed. It might come as a relief to some of you that you don’t have to be super spiritual and simply believe blindly. No, God gave us reason and a mind, and will, although not always, appeal to that reason. John Wesley, the father of Methodism, said that God usually guided him by presenting reasons to his mind for acting in a certain way.
 But once the news has been accepted, or the decision reached, there is complete faith. It’s almost like an arrow. Yes there’s preparation of setting up the bow, drawing the arrow back, but once the bow is fired, there is no turning back for the arrow, it flies straight and true in the direction it has been fired. The classic biblical example is that of a runner who prepares for a race, but once the race has started, continues on to the finish, not letting anything stop him along the way.

So the reaction God is looking for from us is completely normal. It is to listen, then accept, and then act.

There is one other item I would like to add to that process, well two actually, but they go together. They are thanks and praise. Thanks is mentioned in our second reading, “give thanks in all circumstances,” but the point is really driven home in all our Eucharistic prayers, each one has the phrase which the priest delivers, “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God” to which the people respond, “It is right to give Him thanks and praise.” I think the second Eucharistic prayer says it best when the priest goes on to say “It is indeed right, it is our duty and our joy, at all times and in all places, to give you thanks and praise, holy Father, heavenly King, almighty and eternal God, though Jesus Christ your only Son our Lord.”

Thanks and praise. At all times and in all places. Even when receiving news.

So it is my prayer for us this week, that we might listen out for the message that God is wanting to tell us this Christmas time. To listen, accept, give thanks and praise, and then act. And in our actions that the Jesus Christ that everyone seems to know about at Christmas time, might become real and remain with all this Christmas time and forevermore.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
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