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One of the oddities of the Prayer Book calendar dictates that we won't be celebrating the feast of the Annunciation until tomorrow. The Annunciation normally comes, with perfect logic, on March 25--exactly nine months before Christmas.

This year March 25 fell on the Tuesday in Holy Week, and all of the days in both Holy Week and Easter week take precedence over any other holy day--even one as important as the Annunciation. That is not just churchy trivia. It shows that we think Jesus' suffering and death and resurrection are of the very highest importance. And don't forget that the season of Easter is not just one brunch long--it lasts for forty days until the Ascension.

At any rate, it is easy to overlook the Annunciation--the Big Announcement--for at least two reasons. First, because it usually falls in the dreary season of Lent, and, second, because the announcement was made to the Blessed Virgin Mary--a person many people regard with some trepidation. Most people are tempted toward various sorts of excess when it comes to their mothers, and the church is the same way about the mother of Christ.

Some groups act as if she is the fourth person of the Holy Trinity-- and even somewhat above those three problematical fellows, because most of us would rather deal with good, old mom than with a sterner male figure. But other churches regard her as an embarrassment, someone whom one is best advised not to talk about at all lest one careen into the grip of Romish excess.

A more moderate view is certainly possible, especially if one sticks to what is said about her in the Gospels. There is enough there to justify the claim that she is the most important of all the saints, that is to say, the most important human being who ever lived. I will even concede that her claims are more compelling than those of St. Paul.

Mary had the two most important qualifications for having the archangel Gabriel approach her to ask her to be the mother of God's son. She was a Jew, and she was engaged to be married to a man who was descended from King David. God's son had to be one of God's chosen people, quite obviously, and since he was also going to be the Messiah of Israel, he had to be'-of the royal line--which was determined by the ancestry of the legal father.

What was in doubt was whether or not she would agree to do it. It is very important to underscore the point that she could have said, "No." If she had to agree to be the mother of God's son then she didn't really have the freedom to choose and so she is not really a human being and she has nothing to say to us.

Her conversation with Gabriel reveals that she was no dummy, and that she knew perfectly well where babies come from. Gabriel made an elaborate pitch about how wonderful God thought she was and what an impressive fellow her son was going to be, and she responded with the completely down-to-earth question, "How am I going to have a son when I have never slept with a man?"

Gabriel replied, "God is going to come down on you and overshadow you. (It won't be for the first time--he came down on Mount Sinai and he came down on Solomon's temple, too). That is how your baby is going to be able to claim that he is God's son."

St. Luke doesn't say that Mary was regarding all this with some skepticism, but it seems reasonable to conclude that she was. Because his clinching argument is, "You think this is too hard to do? Look at your cousin Elizabeth. She never had a baby, and everybody thought she was too old to start, and she is now six months pregnant. With God nothing is impossible."

 Mary replied, "I want to be God's servant. I will do what you have asked me to do." "Behold, the handmaid of the Lord. Be it unto me according to thy word." God could not have become a human being without the active and willing participation of a human woman.

It is not only that we venerate her for what she did, she also gives us a model of how we should behave. When God asked her to do something for him she did not say "Find somebody else," or, "I need to do something for myself for a change," or, "It sounds too hard," or even "What will people say?" She said, after she asked her questions, "I will do it."

We need to learn how to hear God's voice and then get in practice obeying it. He is giving us choices all of the time--choices about what we think, what we say, and what we do. The answer he wants to hear is the Virgin Mary's answer, "I'll do it your way."
