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Advent 4 Reflection for 19 December 2021—Advent Annunciations 

Texts: I Samuel 1: 19-28, The birth of Samuel, I Samuel 2: 1-10, Canticle of Hannah  

          Matthew 1:18-25 Annunciation to Joseph 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton at East Plains United Church, Burlington, Ontario 

This fourth week in Advent rounds out the Annunciation stories on which we have been 

reflecting this year, using A Women’s Lectionary for the Whole Church by Dr. Wilda 

Gafny, an African-American womanist theologian, Hebrew biblical scholar, and 

Episcopal priest. She is a Professor of Hebrew Bible at Brite Divinity School. Gafney’s  

timely new approach invites us to look at scripture differently than we ever have before. 

Hers is a completely inclusive translation, using no masculine pronouns for God, using 

many names for God, and using no masculine or feminine pronouns for people. 

Engaging in this kind of naming is explicitly called for in Communities of Faith as they 

become Affirming. 

Actually, we were on this trajectory of birth stories before Advent began this year. This 

week’s Hebrew Scripture readings relate back to a story we considered back in the 

middle of November. On 14 November we heard about Hannah’s longing for a baby. 

When the old priest Eli heard her praying, he thought she was drunk, until she poured 

out her heart to him. Grace was the scripture reader that day, so it is lovely that she is 

reading this week and picked up the story where she left off.  

Indeed the HOLY ONE heard Hannah’s prayers and she gave birth to Samuel, whose 

name means, “God hears.” Note that Hannah names her son, not his father Elkanah. 

This is typical of the broader practice in ancient Israel. Dr. Gafney suggests that 

episodes where God or a father name a child, such as in our gospel reading today 

about God’s messenger telling Joseph to name the baby Jesus, should be viewed as 

exceptions.i As we learned last week, Hannah had promised God that her child would 

be dedicated as a nazirite to serve God all his life long.ii Back in November, and again 

today, Grace read Hannah’s joyful prayer, likely chanted or sung as a canticle, upon 

her return to the temple with her young son, perhaps 5-6 years later.  

We noted when we read it over a month ago, that Hannah’s prayer reminded us of 

Mary’s Magnificat, the Song of Praise that she sang on her visit to her old cousin 

Elizabeth, when they both found themselves pregnant, unexpectedly. We heard Mary’s 

song last week and were reminded that it is a song about God’s justice in the world.  

Hannah’s song starts out a bit vindictively, though, more or less thumbing her nose at 

her sister-wife Penninah, who had ridiculed her mercilessly for not being able to have 

children. Hannah and Penninah’s story is reminiscent of Sarai and Hagar. 
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Tradition had it that, after ten years without a child, Elkanah had taken a 

second wife to produce offspring, since Hannah had produced none. Like Hagar 

with Sarai, Penninah had been hurtful in insulting Hannah for her barrenness.  

Now that she has Samuel and is taking him to serve at the temple with Eli, Hannah 

smirks in her song, “My mouth opens wide against my enemies, for I will rejoice in 

my victory.” And “Speak proudly no more, multiplying pride; nor let arrogance come 

from your mouth.”iii  

Her canticle goes on to elaborate on God’s abilities and to praise God’s righteousness 

as a God of justice, laying low the mighty, lifting up the needy. A millenium later, when 

Mary voiced the Magnificat, she had a wonderful model in Hannah’s prayer-song. Both 

women worshipped the God of Israel, the God of Justice, with an option for the poor. 

Paulette Brown, a Black Presbyterian minister friend in Toronto, posted poignantly on 

her FaceBook page at the beginning of Advent: 

 ADVENT CRY "Ahmaud Arbery!! 

Our triumphs and our tears 

are recorded by the right hand of God!" 

The killers of the black jogger Ahmaud Arbery last year had just been convicted, a 

testimony to the God of justice worshipped by Hannah and Mary and by us. 

Joseph worshipped the same God. When he learned Mary was pregnant, he wanted to 

act in a just manner and not put her to shame. He could have had her publicly 

humiliated or even stoned to death. If he had set Mary aside, she would not have been 

able to marry someone else; she and her illegitimate son would have been socially and 

economically marginalized. 

He contemplates the meaning of his angelic dream and makes a decision that he loves 

this woman and is going to stand by her, no matter whose child she is carrying. It is a 

decision of pure LOVE. Wonderful story for the fourth week of Advent (Love Sunday). 

It is interesting to note that Matthew quotes the Septuagint, not the Hebrew scripture 
version of Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew 1:23. The Septuagint was a Greek version of the 
Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament), made for Greek-speaking Jews in Egypt in the 3rd 
and 2nd centuries BC and adopted by the early Christian Churches. Why is this of 
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interest? Because the Greek translation of Isaiah 7:14 refers to a pregnant young  
woman who will give birth, promising that before her child reaches adulthood, a certain 
event will happen in the history of Israel. The prophet points to the young woman as a 
sign: see that pregnant young woman over there? By the time her child learns right 

from wrong, your present worries will be gone. “16For before the child knows how to 

refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are 
in dread will be deserted.” The word inappropriately chosen by the translator is 
“parthenos,” or virgin, which is an impossibility, since the young woman was already 
pregnant. The Hebrew bible, on the other hand, used the word “almah,” which only 
means young woman, not a virginal young woman. 
 
Too bad that mistranslation is the basis of virgin-birth theology in Christian tradition. 
 
So, here is Matthew’s messenger from God quoting from the Greek translation of 
Hebrew scripture, the Septuagint, to tell Joseph that Mary’s pregnancy is a fulfillment 
of Isaiah 7:14, that “… a virgin [parthenos] shall conceive a child in her womb and give 
birth to a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel’, which translated means, ‘God is 
with us.’” If Matthew had used the Hebrew, instead of the Greek, Old Testament, the 
words would have referred to a young woman [almah]. Matthew and later Christians 
did that purposefully to support his story, which would become traditional teaching, that 
Mary was a virgin.  
 
Does this change the importance of the Coming-One? Not in the least. It is his life and 
teachings that change our lives and our faith.  
 
During Advent 2021, we have framed the coming birth of Jesus in annunciations to 

Mary and Joseph and Elizabeth and Zachariah, to Hagar and Abraham and Sarah, to 

Hannah and the mother of Samson. Stories of the birth of a great leader from a barren 

or a virgin mother are stories the ancient world loved to tell, not just in Hebrew 

scripture. 

Wil Gafney declares, “The final annunciation of Matthew [to Joseph] is simply without 

peer in the stories of the ancient Afro-Asiatic world. ‘God is with us,’ not a demi-god, 

but the fullness of God in the frailty of flesh, woman-flesh, infant-flesh. …It is in this 

context that Jesus is born and is named ‘The Holy One Saves.’ God’s saving work did 

not begin with Jesus. We see it borne witness throughout the scripture as Hannah 

sings of it in her time and in days to come, as would Mary, echoing her song. Jesus is 

the continuation and embodiment of that salvation, himself an annunciation of good 

news.” 
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At the same time that we consider these stories of good mothers and special children, 

especially the Holy Child, filling the Advent air, we acknowledge the complexity that 

these images bring. Let’s take care that they don’t make birthing an essential image of 

those with a womb. Like Mary and her arduous journey for respite, there are those who 

travel from near and far—but in search of a safe abortion. And a child in a manger may 

not be a sign of comfort for those who struggle with infertility, those who have 

experienced pregnancy loss or child loss, or those who have no desire to parent at all, 

or who never had the opportunity though they may have wanted it.iv  

 

Christmas is also extremely difficult for those who have painful relationships with their 

parents and those who are estranged from their children or other family members. 

Sometimes those without birth families or whose birth families are not what they could 

be, make families through friendship and love. Celebrate that in this fourth week of 

Advent, with its focus on Love. We are all beloved by God. 

  

In this final week of Advent Annunciations, what good news can we herald in our 

troubled Covid-riddled world? What is good news to you? How will you announce that 

good news to others? 

i Gafney, A Women’s Lectionary for the Whole Church: A Multi-Gospel Single-Year Lectionary. Church Publishing Incorporated, 2021, 
pg. 13. 
ii Nazirite vows included not imbibing in anything made from grapes, never cutting the hair on the head, and avoiding contact with 
corpses and graves. Samson’s mother made the same promise in answer to her prayer for a child. 
iii Hannah goes on to give birth to three sons and two daughters, according to I Samuel 2:21. Verse 5 of her Canticle says, “She who 
was barren has birthed seven children,” which seems to indicate yet another birth, if she is referring to herself. 
iv Adapted from Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they)’s liturgy in “Liturgy That Matters,” for 19 December 2022, shared on enfleshed.com, 
available online by subscription.  
 

                                                


