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Texts:  
2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16; Luke 1:47-55; Romans 16:25-27; and Luke 1:26-38

Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among 
women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.

Now I know we have a number of present or former Catholics in the 
room who would recognize that prayer, which is my sermon title today – “Hail 
Mary, Full of Grace.” It is a famously used prayer primarily in the Catholic and 
Eastern Orthodox traditions, which has its roots in or Gospel reading today. 

Depending on who you are, the Hail Mary is either a long pass play in 
football that attempts to save a game or The “Hail Mary” is a central part of the 
Rosary prayer (a method of repetitive devotional prayer). I would not know 
how even to begin to estimate the number of Christians who have prayed this 
prayer repeatedly through the centuries, either in football games or otherwise. 

The prayer is also known as the “Ave Maria,” which is Latin for “Hail 
Mary,” and these words have inspired many beautiful works of music.

It has also been one of the more misunderstood prayers by Protestant 
Christians over the years. In fact, the lifting up of Mary has been largely misun-
derstood by Protestants over these centuries. 

Too often, the way Mary has been lifted up has been misinterpreted as 
replacing God or somehow worshipping Mary. There are certainly differences 
in theology from Catholic and Protestant. As a practice we often don’t pray 
through saints like Mary, to intervene with God on our behalf; we pray directly 
with God, as do many Roman Catholics.

This fourth Sunday of Advent provides an opportunity for us to enhance 
our appreciation for Mary, mother of Jesus, as an inspiration and model of 
faithfulness.

The New Testament Greek here and the early church understood her as 
the Theotokos — the mother of God. Our claim this season is that God incar-
nated himself in the person of Jesus, made himself human flesh. Literally then, 
Mary was the mother of God incarnate on this earth.
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What an astounding, mysterious, and miraculous claim we make each 
year! I love it.

Mary must have been afraid at the outset and, I would think, along the 
way. In that oft-heard greeting between angels and humans “do not be afraid,” 
Gabriel picks up on Mary’s fear or else why would he say it?

I tend to admire the writer’s inclusion of Mary’s fear rather than leave 
that part out, which the ancients clearly could have done. Rather than lessen 
her heroine status, instead, her honesty only increases our admiration precise-
ly because of its honesty. If anything, we can identify with fears; we all have 
them.

Modern poet Laurie Sheck imagines the scene of Mary and the angel in 
her poem The Annunciation, as it is formally called —

This is the honest grace of her body: 
that she is afraid, and in this moment does not 
hide her fear. That as the pink-robed angel
 bends before her pure with the power of lightness 
she wants to turn away, she cannot look 
into the angel’s craven face. Because the child
 meant to form in her will change her. 

And that is it, isn’t it! Fear that perhaps God approaching us and asking 
something of us will change us and we’re not sure we want to!

The Advent season is a kind of gestation period, a pregnancy in anticipa-
tion of a birth. 

The German medieval mystic Christian, Meister Eckert, wrote, “we are 
all mothers of God, for God is always waiting to be born.”

So then, what is God birthing in you right now? 
It might have been a while since you asked that sort of question of your-

self. Or maybe never.  
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Listen, I understand. Life is busy, when do we have time to ask such 
questions? 

What would it mean for God to be born in you…in us, in our day and 
time?

Might it mean the birthing of joy in you that has never found its root or 
maybe was lost a long time ago?

Might it mean the birthing of a new vocation or calling in your life that 
has been left un-nurtured or unacknowledged?

Might it mean the birthing of a new idea or a rebirth of a relationship 
gone dormant a long time ago?

Might it mean a birthing of faith in God or a rebirth in the Spirit?
It would be tempting to try this new motherhood now by willing it into 

being ourselves. After all it is that time when we begin to set those resolutions 
and goals for a new year, willing ourselves to be better in some way.

But the scripture tells us that God is the one who works the change in us. 
God is the one who orchestrates His own birth.

It says that Mary was “overshadowed by the Holy Spirit.” What an amaz-
ing image. What does it look like for us to be overshadowed by the Holy Spirit?

Why was Mary selected? 
Was she more holy, more pure, more ready, more open, more something 

than any other person? 
We aren’t told, but, notice with me, that the angel Gabriel names Mary as 

favored and full of grace before she even said yes!
There was a rabbi in the second century who said that one failure was 

only teaching people to believe in God and forgetting to say that God believes 
in you. 

To be favored by God is worth our saying Hail to Mary this day — not to 
make Mary the exception but an example of what faithfulness can look like. 
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What if we imagined in our own lives a very angel of God greeting us in 
all our fears and all of our youth, in all of our immaturities, in all of our vulner-
abilities and our faith and fear and saying, “you are favored, do not fear, the 
Lord is with you . You are blessed.”

God believes in you and what if we didn’t need a second opinion? 
What if God’s blessing was enough for you to know that it doesn’t matter 

your age or stage, you have holy work to do on this earth! 
You don’t need your neighbor’s acceptance, your doctor, your lawyer, 

your accountant, the Christmas gifts, and whatever else you value to prove you 
are of worth and value. 

The Lord is with you. So Mary then becomes not an exception to human-
ity but an example for us to look to of faithfulness AFTER God’s proclamation 
of blessing!

We all need to be told that God believes in us, that God loves us, and the 
mystery of the Annunciation reveals an aspect of that love. But it also suggests 
that our response to this love is critical. 

“Here am I, let it be with me,” Mary said. Mary was faithful to say yes to 
the God who first said yes to her, and her yes was enough for God to work that 
miracle. 

An old rabbinical story says that when there was a crisis in the life of 
God’s people, a great rabbi would go to a particular place in the forest, build a 
great fire, say a particular prayer, cry to God for salvation, and, the story says, 
“It was sufficient; for God saw the fire in the place, heard the prayer and heard 
the cry, and God saved his people.”

A generation passed and another grave crisis came upon the people. And 
another, the disciple of the first, went to the same place in the forest and cried 
to God for mercy, “Master of the Universe, listen! I do not know how to light 
the fire, but I am still able to say the prayer.” 

And the story says, “It was sufficient. And the miracle was 
accomplished.”
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Still later, another generation passed and another crisis came upon the 
people. A student of that rabbi would go to into the forest and say, “I do not 
know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.” 

And it was sufficient, and the miracle accomplished.
Then it fell to his student in another generation to overcome something 

great. Sitting in his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am un-
able to light the fire and I do not know the prayer; I cannot even find the place 
in the forest. All I can do is tell the story, and this must be sufficient.” 

And it was sufficient. 
And it was and it is. Saying yes is sufficient for God then to work mira-

cles. Maybe not in football games but in the things that matter the most.
For saying yes and not knowing fully where it would lead. We say Hail 

Mary and even more of course we say to God – let it be with us, according to 
your Word.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.


