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“Change Your Christmas: Enter the Story”
Luke 1:26-38 December 16, 2018

Perhaps you’ve heard this story, about the young boy who 
was given a very important role in the church Christmas 
play. He was to be the angel with a speaking part, the 
one who first announced the birth of Jesus. For weeks he 
rehearsed the one line that had been given to him, “Behold, 
I bring you good tidings of great joy.” In fact, he rehearsed it 
so often, and with such passion, that his entire family (and 
everyone else within earshot) memorized his line as well.

The big night finally came. Everyone was in place. All the 
grandparents and extended family were there, visitors from 
out of town, a sanctuary packed to the rafters. As the pageant 
started, the excitement was in the room was palpable. The 
dramatic high point of the first act was to be the stirring 
announcement of the angel. The spotlight hit this young 
boy, he stood center stage, adorned with felt and glitter 
wings, halo on in his head, silence in the packed room. And, 
he froze. The words would not come. Every grandparent, 
aunt, uncle, and neighbor shifted to the edge of their seats, 
leaned forward, wanting desperately to say it for him. You 
could see his parents mouthing the words, “Behold, I bring 
you good tidings of great joy.” Still, he couldn’t remember. 
He tried, but the words just wouldn’t come. So, finally, in a 
powerful moment of impromptu innovation, he filled his 
lungs with breath and blurted out the words, “Have I got 
news for you!”i 

Those same words might as well have been spoken by the 
messenger of God named Gabriel who was sent to a young 
girl in a small town with the shocking, world-altering, 
nearly unbelievable news that she had been chosen to give 
birth to the Son of God.  Have I got news for you!

The interaction between Mary and Gabriel is one of the 
most extraordinary moments in all of scripture. It is the kind 
of scene made for a pageant, filled with drama, suspense, and 
poetry. As I read the story this year, I noticed that Gabriel 
gets most of the lines, speaking for nine of the twelve verses. 
His words, in fitting fashion for an angel, are dramatic and 
formal—“Greetings, favored one!” His description of Jesus 
is poetically powerful. He closes by repeating words spoken 

to Abraham and Sarah, and to Elizabeth and Zechariah. 
“Nothing will be impossible with God.” And then, silence.

You might miss it if you move too quickly to the next line. 
But what if we froze the action on stage for just a moment? 
What if we shifted the spotlight from the radiant angel to 
the very human girl? A pregnant pause. Who knows how 
long it lasted?

The choir of angels hushed, Gabriel leaning forward, at 
the edge of his seat, maybe even the God of the universe 
taken by the suspense, all of creation waiting to hear Mary’s 
answer. All of history, the salvation of humankind and the 
redemption of the world hinges on her words. I think this 
is what wonder looks and feels like.

It looks like God taking a risk. Almighty God choosing 
to be vulnerable before a human creature. It looks like 
salvation entering the world the form of a tiny infant, the 
clearest picture of vulnerability we can imagine. This has 
always been the way of God; entrusting ordinary human 
beings to carry out the work of the kingdom. God chooses 
to empower and depend on you and me. How will Mary 
respond? She opens her mouth and speaks words she knew 
by heart, words she learned in Sunday school.

“Here I am, the servant of the Lord.” Do you recognize 
it? It is the answer of the saints, of Abraham, Jacob, Samuel, 
David, Isaiah and, now, a young girl named Mary. “Here I 
am,” she says, and in these few, simple, and profound words, 
Mary announces to the world her bold and risky decision. 
The angel exhales, relieved that his visit has not been in 
vain. God smiles. Another chosen one has responded in 
faith. The powers of sin and death are given notice that 
their days are numbered. The weary world is given reason 
to hope again. Those who lived in a land of deep darkness 
can see the flicker of holy light. A child will be born…God’s 
gracious plan moves forward.

The decision to bring a baby into the world always comes 
with risk. It is never the safe, prudent, careful thing to do. 
Not in Mary’s time and certainly not in ours. We live in an 
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era characterized by fear and obsessed with security. We 
are encouraged to hunker down and protect what we have, 
to strike out against those unlike us, to ensure our safety 
by building walls and demonizing difference. The answer 
Mary gives is the antithesis of this mentality.

It is captured by Madeleine L’Engle’s poem titled, “The 
Risk of Birth” written on Christmas in 1973:

This is no time for a child to be born, 
With the earth betrayed by war & hate
And a comet slashing the sky to warn 
That time runs out & the sun burns late. 

That was no time for a child to be born,
In a land in the crushing grip of Rome;
Honour & truth were trampled by scorn– 
Yet here did the Saviour make his home. 

When is the time for love to be born? 
The inn is full on the planet earth, 
And by a comet the sky is torn– 
Yet Love still takes the risk of birth.ii

Mary chooses to let love be born, to join in God’s plan of 
salvation that will bring good news of great joy to all people. 
And that is our choice as well. In just nine days, the day of 
celebration will be here. But in these precious days, I wonder 
if we can freeze the action on stage for just a moment. I 
wonder if we can imagine God waiting for us, like Mary, to 
bring the gospel to life. The season of Advent is rooted in 
an invitation to enter the story of Christmas. If the story of 
Christmas is to change the world again this year, we must 
say yes and enter the story. The story of Christmas belongs 
to us, and we must tell it.iii  Christmas is a call that demands 
a response. Mary said yes to God’s invitation and promise. 
We have that same option as Christmas draws nearer.

Maybe there is someone in your life with whom you long to 
be reconciled, someone whose presence you miss in this season 
of togetherness—there is still time to seek reconciliation. 

Maybe you have avoided taking a risk to serve or give in 
a way that seemed impossible—enter the story and believe 
that nothing is impossible for God.

Maybe you are consumed by grief or fear or anxiety and 
dread this season of celebration—joy can still find you.

Maybe you are finding it hard to believe that there is hope 
for a world dominated by division and hatred—contribute 

one small act of kindness. 

Maybe you can’t quite believe that God would call you to 
bring the gospel to life—pause and hear your name called 
by the one who created you. 

Maybe you are just too busy, too preoccupied, too 
overwhelmed, too tired—there is still time to find a 
renewed spirit and realigned priorities. 

See the world through the eyes of a courageous girl who 
became the bearer of God’s greatest gift. A human child, a 
crying baby, fully dependent on our faithful response.

Christmas is not just something that happens to us or for 
us. Christmas is not only the voice of the angel bringing good 
tidings of great joy. Christmas requires a response. Christmas 
comes in the voice of a brave woman who bravely accepts 
the call of God to take a risk and bring a baby into a broken 
world. It is the risk taken by all who hear the angel’s voice and 
respond with shaky voice and bold faith, “Here I am.”

__________________________
i I’ve heard this story several times, most often by Rev. Dr. Bill Self, pastor of John’s Creek 
Baptist Church.
ii Madeleine L’Engle, The Weather of the Heart. Shaw Books 2000. p. 47.
iii http://www.christianpost.com/news/advent-conspiracy-telling-the-christmas-story-
better-35772/


