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• Twelve years ago this past summer, Martha and I drove from Louisiana to 
Michigan. We thought we were just going for a sailing vacation. As it turned 
out, in God’s Providence, an unexpected social encounter led to an 
invitation. I was asked to participate in the rector search process here at 
Grace Church. This fit a pattern. Earlier, in the winter of 2000, we had a 
similar surprise. I received an equally unexpected invitation by phone, to 
participate in a prior search process. That transition led us from my seminary 
teaching in Wisconsin to our parish in Louisiana. On both of my first 
Sundays, in Louisiana and here, I reflected on the theme of new beginnings. 
And just like today, my initial Sunday at Grace was on the first Sunday of 
Advent. Given this, the theme of a ‘new start’ was appropriate. For in Advent 
we reflect on the ways that God is always bringing a new thing into this 
fallen world.    (Pause) 1

• Now, it is always a challenge for us to pay attention to what God is up to. 
This is partly because, what God is up to may be different from what we are 
up to. For God’s purposes are often rather different from what we expect 
them to be. This unexpected difference between God’s mission-purposes 
and our own priorities is one of the central themes of Advent: we see and 
hear it in Old Testament readings about judgment (and the ‘last things’); we 
discern it in stories about John the Baptizer. And we also see and hear it in 
the wonderful way God surprised a young country woman named Mary.  2

• At many times in our 39 years of marriage, Martha and I have been 
surprised by unexpected new beginnings. Perhaps such experiences have 
not been as dramatic for you, and perhaps they have not involved a physical 
move. But one thing is certain: God has been, and is, calling all of us to shift 
our priorities from ourselves, to the mission of God’s Kingdom. Time and 
again, God invites us to go to a new place. It may not be our bodies or our 
furniture that God asks us to move. But count on it: God’s Spirit invites all of 
us to go to a new place spiritually for the sake of God’s Kingdom. Since 
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there is no question that this will happen, the only question is how it will 
happen, and how we will respond when it does. 

• Advent is the perfect season for reflecting on this. This is the time when we 
focus on how God’s Kingdom comes into the world in power. We look back 
to the earthly kingdom of Israel, and her difficulty fulfilling her spiritual 
vocation. We also look back to the promised first coming of the Messiah, 
who would bring God’s Kingdom into the world with new power. And 
during Advent, we also look forward, to the Messiah’s return in power and 
glory. But here is a crucial fact about the first coming of the Messiah: if there 
had been no Mary, there would have been no Jesus. In order for God’s great 
“YES” to us in Jesus to become manifest, Mary had to say “Yes” to God, 
through the messenger angel. 

• Using images from art history, during these Sundays of Advent I will once 
again focus on four aspects of God’s call to Mary. These four aspects of 
God’s invitation, and of Mary’s response to it, are common to all of us. By 
looking at God’s call to Mary and her engagement with it, we learn about 
ourselves, and about our shared vocation. This is our shared vocation to be 
open to the Spirit, and receive God’s Kingdom in a new way. 

• The first aspect of God’s call to Mary embodies God’s holiness and 
righteousness. In our encounter with this, everything in us that is less than 
godly undergoes judgment. The bright light of God’s glory throws into relief 
all the dark corners of the world ~ and all the dark corners in our lives.  The 3

purity of God shows up all that is less than pure. Our reaction to this can 
only be one thing: fear. God’s call comes to us as Good News. And yet, we 
experience God’s call for us to become a new person and do new things, as 
a fearful invitation.  
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• For me, it has involved a call to move away from one beloved church and 
congregation to what I could only hope would be another. For both you and 
for me, it may be a call to go and speak to someone with whom we have a 
disagreement, or to reconcile with someone whom we have failed to 
forgive. When God calls us to new life, by inviting us to do something like 
this, our first reaction is often fear. We think of all the things we are afraid 
might happen: like losing the security of a familiar home and community; or 
setting aside our own pride and sense of right; and opening ourselves in 
vulnerability to being hurt by another person.  

• On your handout today, I want to focus on the first of the four images of 
Mary: Look at Mary’s response to the presence of the holy Angel in Simone 
Martini’s Annunciation painting. The Angel Gabriel comes to her with God’s 
good news about the child she will bear, who will bring salvation for the 
world. And Mary draws back in fear at this message, frightened about what 
it might mean for her and her life. We all know the end of the story, how it all 
turned out for good. But in that moment, as it is for us, God’s call can have a 
frightening aspect to it. Because a change to something always means a 
change from something else, from where we started. 

• The scene in Martini’s painting reminds me of spiritual advice I received 
years ago ~ spiritual advice that gave me the courage to leave a tenured 
faculty position at one of our seminaries and return to parish ministry. The 
prospect of this change, for which I had a sense of call, was frightening. And 
the good advice I received was this: when we go toward the heart of our 
fears in faith, God will meet us there with power.   (repeat) 

• We know that this is what Mary did. For she moved beyond her reaction to 
the seeming strangeness of the Angel’s greeting, not knowing what it 
meant. She was then open to embracing the message and all that it would 
entail for her – and for the world. 
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• God is now calling you as a parish and faith community to a new season of 
ministry! In the process, your focus here should be upon the new thing that 
God wants to do in your midst, for the sake of the life of the world. As you 
respond to this call, I pray that you will be able to move beyond any fears 
that you might have ~ fears about how God may be calling you to change – 
particularly if those fears have to do with things deep within yourselves. God 
is going call you as individuals to grow as baptized persons. And God is 
going call you to grow as a community of faith. You have nothing to fear 
because our God is the God of perfect love.  

• We know this is true by looking into God’s complete self-revelation in the 
face of Jesus. Knowing that God is love, we can all respond in faith to the 
words of his revealed Messiah. This is the One who said again and again, 
“Fear not! Fear not!” For God intends to lead the people of Grace into a path 
of blessing together. And, not for your own sake! God will do this for the 
sake of his Kingdom and for the sake of the life of the world. 
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The Annunciation by 1) Simone Martini (above);       
2) Dante Gabriel Rossetti (right); 3) Trygve Skogrand 
(lower right); and 4) El Greco (below). 

For the four Sundays of Advent: 
{clockwise:}   Apprehensive  /  Introspective 

Attentive  /  Accepting with Joy 
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Matthew 24:36-44 

Jesus said to the disciples, “But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of 
heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. For as the days of Noah were, so will be the 
coming of the Son of Man. For as in those days before the flood they were eating and 
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, and they 
knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all away, so too will be the coming of 
the Son of Man. Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. Two 
women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be left. Keep awake 
therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming. But understand this: if the 
owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would 
have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into. Therefore you also 
must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour..” 

Notes:
 See Isaiah 43:19, in context.1

 The theme of God’s unexpected visitation is especially evident in our Gospel reading, reprinted 2

above.

 A theme suggested by our first reading, Isaiah 2:1-15, as well as our second reading, Romans 3

13:11-14.
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