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 Today the church asks us to take a considered look at 
someone we think we know a lot about, but really don’t.... and I 
refer, of course, to Mary the mother of Jesus.  Mary is one of 
those shadowy figures who appears at various times in the 
gospel story - mostly quite early in the game, but certainly we 
see other glimpses of her now and then ... but in no way is she 
central to the message of the gospel ....and that’s because the 
story really isn’t about her at all... it’s about her son, and all 
the other characters and plot development in the gospel stories 
are there to help demonstrate something important about him.  
But here we have her today, front and centre.  So - who was she, 
anyway - why has so much attention been paid to her over the 
years, and in the final analysis, what does she stand for, and 
what can she mean for us today? 
 Luke’s Mary is easy to imagine - like many young people 
through the ages, she is a person with future planned out for 
herself and her husband-to-be: an ordinary person living an 
ordinary life in an ordinary small town, betrothed to an ordinary 
man.  This Mary is a young person who probably wouldn’t 
otherwise attract anyone’s attention, and like many young 
people, she possesses the teenage moxie to question what the 
angel has to say when it doesn’t really make sense to her; and 



she is open to possibility, especially possibility inspired and 
authored by God - which is good, but not necessarily 
exceptional in the context of other biblical characters.  Mary is 
in no way unique in that respect - scripture abounds with stories 
of all kinds of people who said “yes” to God - from Abraham 
and Sarah to Moses to David to Esther to Samuel.... and so on.    
 So perhaps at some level we need to recognize that in many 
respects church and tradition have conspired to endow Mary 
with a sort of superhuman perfection, the result of centuries of 
theological enthusiasm, active imagination and perhaps a little 
wishful thinking thrown in for good measure.   Precisely 
because we know so little about her, the Church invented both a 
personality and a visual image of her.  Think about Mary, and 
what do you imagine?  If you’re like me, you see in your mind’s 
eye a meek, calm, serene, submissive and utterly beautiful 
woman who didn’t age with time, and whose wardrobe was 
predictably flawless, wrinkle-free, and an enticing shade of blue.   
 Presumably born to St. Anne and St. Joachim, tradition has 
it that hers was a childhood of unblemished perfection - a co-
operative child who always made her bed, helped with the 
dishes, and never raised her voice in protest even once.   Some 
traditions go so far as to maintain that once married, she and 
Joseph never did have any kind of intimate relationship, even 
though the Bible specifically mentions Jesus’ brothers - one of 



them, James, acting as an early leader in the Church after Jesus’ 
death and resurrection.   So, it seems we have created a 
legendary untrue-to-life bubble of perfection around this 
ordinary teenage girl, and I can’t help but wonder why. 
 What would be so wrong, I wonder, if we imagined Mary 
instead as a spirited child, boisterous and full of energy, who 
engaged with the normal flow of life and who was consequently 
a little toughened to life’s harsh realities?  If I were God, I might 
well want to choose someone like that to mother the Messiah, 
someone whose character was formed by a few of life’s 
challenges or hardships - someone perhaps better prepared to 
cope with the reality that she would one day sit at the foot of his 
cross.  There is no reason to reject this alternative view of Mary 
as a person - because again, the gospel accounts are really pretty 
sketchy where she is concerned. 
 So where did all of this mythology come from?  I suspect 
that it all comes down to where we expect to find God, or where 
we expect that God would choose to be.  Of course, we think, 
God would choose to be born to a sweet and innocent girl over a 
wild tomboy, to a child of a good family rather than one brought 
up by parents of questionable repute, to a beautiful one rather 
than a plain one. This is the way we tend to imagine God’s 
thoughts - but, really, if anything, Scripture teaches us that 
God’s ways are not our ways, and that God has a way of 



showing up at surprising times, with God’s words on the lips of 
people we would least expect. But it’s clear, if we really pay 
attention to Scripture, that God prefers to live outside the boxes 
of our making and our imagining. 
 And God’s choice of Mary - in all likelihood an ordinary 
young woman from Nazareth - confirms this. God will come 
among us in precisely the way we least expect.  Luke agrees:  
“Nothing will be impossible for God”, he says, and God will 
appear at an unpredictable time and in an unremarkable way.   
 Well, why does this matter?  It matters, I think, because 
God’s choice of an ordinary woman - a person like any one of us 
- to be the mother of God’s son demonstrates in a powerful way 
that within any of us, indeed within all of us, God can live and 
work.  In narrowing our perception of Mary’s humanity, by 
elevating her as a superhuman object of awe and devotion, we 
have unwittingly denied the strength and beauty and divinity of 
her ordinary life, and by doing that we also deny the possibility 
that God could be born and live within us.  Her supposed 
perfection conveniently takes us out of the equation and keeps 
God safely distant, predictable and contained - just as King 
David mistakenly thought he could contain God in a house of 
cedar. 
 Author and theologian Meister Eckhart wrote: “We are all 
meant to be mothers of God.  What good is it to me, if this 



eternal birth of the divine Son takes place unceasingly but does 
not take place within myself?  And, what good is it to me if Mary 
is full of grace if I am not also full of grace?  What good is it to 
me for the Creator to give birth to his Son if I do not also give 
birth to him in my time and world?” 
 This Christmas season, let’s liberate Mary from the burden 
of perfection she has carried over lo these many centuries.  And 
in doing so, may our prayer this Christmas be, “O come to us, 
abide with us - even us ordinary people - our Lord Emmanuel. 
 For this we pray and together say Amen. 
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