Saying yes
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God our redeemer,
who prepared the Blessed Virgin Mary
to be the mother of your Son:
grant that, as she looked for his coming as our saviour,
so we may be ready to greet him
when he comes again as our judge.

My text may be found in today’s gospel from Luke chapter 1 and verse 42:
‘Blessed are you among women’.

On Tuesday 8th December, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, the
Archbishop of Rennes held a special mass to celebrate the canonisation in Rome
on 11th October of Jeanne Jugon, foundress of Les Petites Soeurs des Pauvres.
The cathedral was packed and during the mass that lasted for nearly two hours,
some two hundred nuns renewed their vows in five languages.

It was a most

impressive occasion and it was typical of the ecumenical friendship and hospitality
that exist here in Brittany that the Catholic Church should have invited
representatives from other Christian churches to attend.

Today is the fourth and last Sunday of Advent. By next Sunday, Christmas will
have come if not gone, so today before we wrap and unwrap our Christmas
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presents, it would be good to unwrap one of the key figures central to the
Christmas story, namely Mary, the mother of God.

Mary was a young girl, the word in Hebrew is Alma, coincidentally my mother’s
name. She was betrothed to Joseph and it was intended in due course that she
would marry him. But before she did, a life-changing event occurred: a meeting
with an angel. Appearing to Mary at midday, Gabriel told Mary that she had found
favour in God’s eyes and that she had been chosen to bear God’s Son who would
be the Saviour of Mankind. Mary was astonished. How could this be? A sensible
girl, she knew that she could not be pregnant because she was still a virgin. But
for God all things are possible and Mary, obedient to the will of God, willingly
agreed to submit to the will of God.

Thus it was that the mystery of the

Incarnation took place; in some sense beyond understanding, the Holy Spirit
overshadowed Mary and she conceived and the rest is history.

When Mary goes to visit her cousin Elizabeth, herself miraculously pregnant
though well past the age of normal child-bearing, Elizabeth greeted Mary with
today’s text: ‘Blessed are you among women’. The words are part of the famous
Marian prayer, ‘Ave Maria’, ‘Hail Mary’, the words of which I first learnt off by
heart when I was Head of English at a Roman Catholic School in Broxbourne:
Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.
Blessed art thou among women
and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.
Holy Mary, mother of God,
pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.
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The question I ask myself is why is Mary full of grace? Why is she particularly
blessed among women?

I am sometimes asked the difference between the

Catholic and Anglican Church. Our understanding of Mary may be one such area
of difference. Certainly, we agree that Mary was the mother of Jesus and therefore
‘Theotokos’, the God-bearer. Unlike Jehovah Witnesses, Catholics and Anglicans
believe Jesus is the Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity, and through the
mystery of the Incarnation, he was born of the Blessed Virgin Mary. In this we
agree. The point of difference comes in the notion of the Immaculate Conception
which interestingly is not to do with the birth of Christ but the birth of Mary. The
doctrine has always been controversial: the feast day on 8th December was
designated in 1476 by Sixtus IV and the doctrine formally defined in 1854 by Pius
IX.

The idea of the Immaculate Conception is not scriptural but the fruit of

theological reflection. Put simply: for Mary to be fit to bear Jesus, she herself
must have been without sin. How could God who is sinless be present in a womb
of a body which itself was corrupt from sin? To be worthy of God’s choice, Mary
herself must be sinless.

I must admit I do love the idea and it shows real respect for Mary that is
sometimes lacking in Protestants. Nevertheless, I do not believe Mary had to be
without sin to conceive for two significant reasons. Firstly it is her humanity, her
vulnerability, the fact she was like any one of us that makes her particularly
attractive, not the possibility that she was so very different from the rest of us.
Secondly, God’s purity is not tainted by contact with the material world; the
opposite is true, that contact with him purifies us, makes us clean, renders us
truly holy. My view of Mary is that in those nine months when Jesus grew in her
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womb from zygote to embryo to foetus, the baby’s growth in her womb somehow
sanctified Mary in a way unique to her. I can appreciate what the Feast of the
Immaculate Conception is saying; I just interpret her sinlessness in a different
way.

But why is Mary special? The simple answer is not a theological reflection on her
purity but a simple fact – Mary said yes to God. Mary is blessed because she said
yes; she said ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy
word’ (Luke 1 v38). And Mary’s challenge to us this Christmas is will we, can we,
in our turn say yes to God?

I have spoken in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
Amen.
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