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“Embrace Love”
Isaiah 61:1-4; Luke 1:39-56 December 21, 2014

It is generally a good thing to be found in someone’s good 
favor: the teacher who writes the college recommendations; 
the maitre d’ who controls the restaurant seating; the 
butcher who knows what kind of meat we like; the banker 
who knows our name. I remember a comedy some years ago 
in which the main character found himself in good favor 
with a mob boss. In that case, it was not such a good thing! 
So much of our well-being depends upon having good 
relationships. A special relationship brings benefits, but it 
also brings responsibility.

Mary is chosen by God to be the mother of Jesus. After 
she has a moment to take in the news, she hurries to her 
cousin Elizabeth’s house in the Judean hill country. She 
finds things to be just as the angel said it would be. Her 
older cousin who seemed unable to have children is going 
to have a baby. Mary declares that God has “looked with 
favor upon the lowliness of his servant.” 

To find favor with God brings blessing, but also 
terrifying responsibility. In the scriptures we find this same 
expression used with other great figures: Joseph finds favor 
with Pharaoh and saves the people from famine; Moses 
finds favor with God and delivers the people from bondage 
in Egypt; Hannah finds favor with God and becomes the 
mother of Samuel who anoints David to be king; Ruth 
finds favor with Boaz and becomes the ancestor of Jesus; 
Queen Esther finds favor with the Persian king and saves 
the Jews in exile; Mary finds favor with God and becomes 
the mother of our Lord. 

The Psalms speak of how God looks upon the people with 
favor. God’s favor brings people into abundant life; God’s 
favor brings down the proud and lifts up the lowly; God’s 
favor rearranges human affairs so that the downtrodden 
of the earth find justice and the abusively powerful and 
selfishly rich find nothing. The prophet Isaiah says that 
God’s servant will “proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” 
(Isaiah 61:2). This means that God is acting through the 
servant to bring freedom and justice to the oppressed. 
We know this servant to be Jesus. Mary’s Magnificat, her 
song of praise, speaks of the God who remembers the poor 
and brings justice to the earth. Her song is what keeps 

Christmas from drowning in sentimentality. Mary’s hymn 
of praise awakens us to the truth that what is at stake in the 
birth of Jesus is the coming of God’s favor to the earth. 

God’s favor is simply this: God embraces the world 
with unconditional love. Divine love is incarnate in Jesus 
Christ.  In 1919 the theological world exploded with the 
publication of Karl Barth’s Commentary on Romans. In 
his study of Romans, Barth clearly saw God’s “No” to the 
world of sin and death in order that God might say “Yes” 
to the world in Jesus Christ. God’s “Yes” takes the form 
of unconditional love. It is not a sentimental feeling; it is 
not a love that seeks its own fulfillment. It is the love we 
see in Jesus who welcomes the stranger, forgives the sinner, 
heals the sick, feeds the hungry and makes room for the 
outcast. It is the love that pours itself out for the other. Paul 
describes divine love this way: 

“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or 
boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its 
own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not 
rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things.”(1 Corinthians 13:4-7)

This love finds perfect expression in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus. 

In Jesus we experience God’s favor. We experience the 
embrace of God’s love. Such love brings blessing, but it 
also brings frightening responsibility. In the evangelical 
tradition, we talk about “being saved” from sin and given 
new life in Christ. God’s favor brings salvation. Being saved 
is not an end in itself; it is not the goal of our lives. We 
complete our understanding of what it means to be saved 
with an understanding that we are not only saved from 
sin, but we are also saved for a holy purpose. The goal of 
our lives is to glorify God by serving God in the world. 
Salvation is not about sitting back and enjoying some kind 
of privileged or favored status with God; salvation means 
that the Lord’s favor puts into motion a plan for our lives 
that aligns us with God’s purposes. It means that we begin 
to embrace the world with this same holy love. In terms of 
our relationships with one another, divine love translates 
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into the pursuit of justice and peace.
Like Mary and the first disciples, we discover that 

responding to the gospel means living as a witness to 
this movement of God in which God brings down the 
arrogantly proud and lifts up the humble poor. Why should 
we be surprised when bearing witness to God’s love invites 
rejection and provokes resistance? Look at what happened 
to Jesus. Look what happened to the disciples. Yet, did 
any group of people ever live in such hope, experience 
such peace, know more joy, or share greater love? To find 
favor with God is an awesome thing in the original sense 
of that word. It is an experience filled with “holy wonder” 
or “terrifying mystery” because the Lord is at work in us. 

As the year draws to a close, these words of Mary have 
special meaning in the midst of global conflicts. They expose 
some of the deepest problems in human behavior and 
human society. They reveal how far we are from achieving 
the kind of justice that God envisions for humankind. 
Along with the people of Pakistan, we grieve over the 
slaughter of nearly 150 school children and staff by Taliban 
insurgents. They are our children too. We remember that 
when Jesus entered the world, innocent children around 
Bethlehem died at the hand of a paranoid King named 
Herod. We see intolerance, hatred and violence in so many 
places fueled by a twisted and distorted religious ideology.  
Even Christians can distort the message of Jesus and make 
it into something small, mean spirited and unlovely. No 
matter how things may appear, Mary declares that God’s 
magnanimous love, which is the way of justice, the path to 
setting things right, will prevail.  

Until our own understanding of love and the ways we 
practice love embody more and more the love of Jesus, we, 
too, fall short of God’s embrace. We are tempted to limit 
our love to our families, friends and those who share our 
ideas and values. It is hard enough to love these folks! Who 
among us has the time, energy or even desire to love those 
who disagree with us, annoy us, or even hurt us? Yet, Jesus 
commanded us to love our enemies. We distribute love 
with an eyedropper, but God uses a fire hose. We tend to 
love those who give us something in return, but Jesus loved 
even those who took everything from him.  

When we know God’s favor, then we have an awesome 
responsibility to share love, seek mercy and work for 
justice. If we can provide emotional and spiritual support 
to those who are troubled, then this is our calling. If we can 
provide vocational counseling and jobs to those without 
work, then this is our calling. If we can give so that those 
who have nothing can live, then this is our calling. If we 

can work to change unjust laws and unfair social practices, 
then this is our calling. We are called to align ourselves with 
what God is doing to lift up the lowly even as the proud 
are brought down by their foolish and selfish schemes.  As 
witnesses to Jesus we understand that salvation is not only 
about leading people to Jesus, it is also about helping them 
discover a transformed life in Jesus. 

This weekend, we completed our annual Christmas 
benevolence event. I estimate that over 1000 people in 
our congregation work throughout the year to make this 
Christian outreach into the community possible. Led by 
the deacons in our church, there are planners, organizers, 
clothing sorters, contributors, gift purchasers, turkey 
donors, prayer partners, packers, box movers and delivery 
day drivers. This enormous effort brings food, gifts, 
clothing and furnishings to over 180 families representing 
over 800 individuals. Meanwhile our food pantry 
continued to operate, distributing thousands of pounds of 
food to the hungry. From these contacts with so many in 
our community, how do we build relationships that last all 
year long? We want to insure that these families remain in 
their homes, have food security, have heat for the winter 
and opportunities for work and school.  

God’s favor brings us blessing and salvation; God’s favor 
also brings awesome responsibility. In Jesus, God embraces 
the world in holy love. This love changes us; it awakens us 
to the way God moves the earth to justice by bringing down 
the powerful and the proud and lifting up the hungry and 
the humble. Like Mary, we, too, are God’s servants “to bring 
good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the 
prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

God has embraced us with love; God has looked upon 
us with favor. Now, what shall we do? 


