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Sermon for December 13, 2020—“Changing Everything” 

Third Sunday of Advent, Year B—Texts: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Luke 1:26-38 

The story is told that one day in heaven Jesus approached Peter, who was standing at 

the Pearly Gates; clipboard in hand, acting in his role as admissions officer. Jesus 

questioned the quality of people that Peter was admitting into heaven, noting how 

many of them were of significantly questionable reputation. Peter responded, “I know 

Lord. But what am I to do? They come to me here and I turn them away, so they go 

around to the backdoor, talk to your mother and she lets them in!” 

It has always seemed to me that at Christmas, even the most Protestant among us can 

be drawn to thinking about Mary. It seems right to recall her humble courage, her 

receiving the message brought by Gabriel, carrying and giving birth to the Messiah 

and her joy as she sang of the saving work of God, as presented by Luke in our gospel 

reading.  

Of today’s gospel lesson, author and theologian Frederick Buechner wrote the 

following: “She struck the angel Gabriel as hardly old enough to have a child at all, 

let alone this child; but he’d been entrusted with a message to give her and he gave it. 

He told her what the child was to be named and who he was to be and something 

about the mystery that was to come upon her. ‘You mustn’t be afraid, Mary,’ he said. 

And as he said it—he only hoped she wouldn’t notice that beneath the great, golden 

wings, he himself was trembling with fear to think that the whole future of creation 

hung now on the answer of a girl.”  

The whole future of creation hung on the answer of a young girl. Imagine all the 

angels gathered around, looking down, holding their collective breath. What will she 

say? Will she do it? “C’mon, Mary—say yes!” They do so because they all know the 

way God works, that is by allowing people to freely answer “yes,” while being 

equally free to say “no.” Freedom of choice, the exercise of free will, has always been 

at the top of God’s priority list when it comes to interaction with human beings.  

God would never force a “yes” from anyone. He’d never trick anyone into a response 

of love. He’d never make obedience the best choice if people didn’t truly have the 

option of disobedience as well. That’s the way God’s been from the beginning. God 

would even allow people to continue in their own disobedience. 

He would turn them over to their own ideas: how to make—and get—their own way, 

finding themselves in prisons of their own designs and hitting rock bottom if 

necessary—if only to give them a firm place from which to say, “Okay God—yes. 

Your will be done.” God respects our freedom and has since the days of the Garden 

of Eden. If it weren’t so, God wouldn’t have to come up with new ways to reach out 

to people, to ask them again and again to say yes—freely.  

And now those ways had culminated in this moment. A moment when an angel 

stands before a girl answering her questions; his knees knocking together, trying to 

keep the quiver out of his voice as he and all the angelic host—even God—wait.  

Will she do it? Will she say, “Yes”? We know the answer. 
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Mary told the angel, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord. Let it be with me 

according to your word.” With this answer—all of heaven rejoices and the plan set 

in motion is one that would cause a new light to shine in the darkness, a new hope, a 

new peace, a new freedom. And Mary’s answer have echoed for over 2,000 years 

because they are words that changed everything. 

During Advent, we hear about how to prepare for the Lord’s coming. How to become 

the disciples—the followers of Christ—that we’re called to be. We hear about 

Advent’s gifts to us—a time for self-examination and repentance, a time for turning 

away from things and people—indeed anything that separates us from God—whether 

we acknowledge him and his love for us—and the world—or not.  

And so, today’s Advent gift is the gift of commitment of turning toward God and 

offering ourselves as his servants; to say—as Mary did—“yes.” To say—“Here am I, 

the servant of the Lord.” These are words that change everything. 

But Mary wasn’t the first to say them. She stands in a long line of those who’ve been 

brave or ignorant or joyous or adventurous or grateful or obedient enough to say to 

God—“Here am I.”  

Noah said it and so God told him to build a floating zoo; and told him that he would 

spend the next forty days feeling seasick and wondering about God’s sense of humor 

in making this his reward for being righteous.  

Abram said, “Here am I,” and so God told him to get his wife, pack his things, and go 

sight unseen to a land God would show him. Later, he said, Here I am,” and was 

asked to sacrifice his son. 

Moses said, “Here I am,” and so God told him take his shepherds staff,  

his brother Aaron, and go and tell the most powerful man on the planet at the time to 

free the Israelite slaves—his main source of cheap labor. And then to lead those 

Israelites on a 40 year trip through the sea and across desert, to a land they’d been 

promised…listening to their whining and complaining the entire way. 

The boy Samuel said, “Here am I,” and then began a long career of speaking truth to 

the powers that be—King Saul in particular—and being the bearer of the unpleasant 

news that Saul had done wrong in God’s sight, which did nothing to endear him to 

Saul. Samuel had no way of knowing if he would still have his head, let alone his job, 

in the morning.  

And Mary, this young girl—by most accounts, a teenager—ponders and asks and 

wonders, and says the words that change everything: “Here am I, the servant of the 

Lord.” And she would give birth to the one who would make service—even service 

unto death—the way of life. She would give birth to the one—as someone once put 

it—“in whose service is perfect freedom.”  

The name of Mary’s baby was—of course—Jesus. Or, in Hebrew, Yeshua—meaning 

“Yahweh (or “God”) liberates.” God brings freedom. When we’re willing to serve 

God and do what God calls us to do, it’s freeing. It sounds crazy, but it’s true. When 

we stop asking like, “What’s in it for me? What can I get out of it?...then—and only 

then—will we know freedom.  
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When we’re freed from attempts to be self-important and self-serving,  

we can be truly freed—freed for service, for purpose, for meaning. When we present 

ourselves to God as servants and are open to hearing what it is God asks of us, we’ll 

take our places in a long line of faithful people who have done just that. Then we will 

find ourselves set free to perform both small acts of care and compassion and large 

ones. We’ll be made available for the adventures God has in store for us; for the work 

God needs us to do, and the work God has uniquely designed for us—each of us—to 

do. That’s the beauty of it. But I wonder: do we get it? 

I’ll be honest—I didn’t. Not Always. There were times over the years in ministry—

both before and after I was ordained—when I wondered what I’d said yes to. There 

are times when I had second thoughts? There were—and still are, as I’m confronted 

with new different challenges—times when I wonder if I have what it takes to do 

what God are asking me to do. It helps—sometimes more than others—to know that 

Noah, Abram, Moses, Samuel, David, Jonah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Paul—even Mary—

had their doubts and second thoughts. So I get the reluctance from  many to serve on 

Session, Deacons and committees—I honestly do.  

But—and here brothers and sisters is the thing... 

I believe that God doesn’t call the equipped, he equips the called, so we’re in pretty 

good company. As we do the work to which we’re called—we don’t do it alone, nor 

are we unequipped or unprepared. God has given us the gifts and walks along side us 

as we work. And to those who would never in a million years consider serving 

Westwood First—in any capacity—I would say this... 

That even though you may never have thought about what God’s asking of you, it 

doesn’t mean that God a) hasn’t been preparing you—you in particular—to do 

something, or b) doesn’t need you to do it. Mary’s already taken care of giving birth 

to the Son of God—so the good news is that God isn’t asking you to take that on.  

Actually, most of the really big stuff—the heavy lifting—has been taken care of; but 

trust me when I say that there’s plenty to do and don’t think the angels aren’t all 

holding their breath to hear your answer when God approaches you with a task. And 

don’t think—just because you can’t hear it—that all the heavenly hosts aren’t singing, 

“Alleluia!” when you say, freely, “yes.”  

God works with groups this way too. God asks particular things of particular 

communities, giving them particular gifts and opportunities, and only asks that we 

answer “yes.” Sometimes it’s through a group like the church, that you’ll be asked to 

help a group answer “yes” to God’s call. We might dismiss the notion that God has a 

particular task in mind for us, or that only certain people are called to serve God and 

neighbor—but we’d be wrong, so we dismiss the notion at our peril. 

So, don’t get distracted thinking that someone else will take care of things – because 

it just might be you that God has in mind for a particular task. Don’t get caught up in 

the nonsense that God could not possibly want or need you—or that you don’t have 

the time or talent---because God really does and you really do. And neither God nor I 

care how old you may be. I’ve said repeatedly that when God is done with you, he’s 

tell you himself—in person! 
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And, as I see it, it’s not really a matter of if, God will call us to serve—it’s a matter of 

when and how. When that time comes—or when it comes again—I hope you will 

decide to answer in the affirmative. When that time comes—and it will come, so you 

might want to pay attention—and all creation holds its breath and we decide to 

answer “yes,” we won’t need to find new words to do so. The words “Here am I, the 

servant of the Lord,” will do just fine—because these are words that change 

everything. 

Come, Lord Jesus. Amen and amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


