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When I was teaching general science courses a few years ago, I was struck with how long it takes our language and concepts of reality to shift with new scientific discoveries. It has been 500 years since Copernicus and Galileo proved that the earth is not the center of the universe, yet we still speak and think in terms of the sun rising and setting. And it has been 40 years since biofeedback studies and physicists have shown that consciousness can make an impact on that which is being observed. Researchers are not as impartial as once thought. The very act of thinking about and watching things as they occur  has a proven effect on the outcome. And yet we still view the physical world as largely static and predictable. We hang on so tightly to our ideas about the nature of reality. 
It may just be that it is these very notions that prevent us from seeing and participating in what we call miracles. As much wondrous knowledge that has been discovered in the course of human history, it is still incomplete. We simply do not know all that can be. We do not understand all there is to know about the simplest things; the composition of matter or the nature of linear time. Our perception is so limited, our knowledge is incomplete, and yet on such an insufficient basis as this, we still feel competent enough to declare what is possible or impossible. In the glorious announcement of the angel Gabriel, we are given what I believe to be the final word on the subject. After declaring the truth of 12 over the top statements, the messenger to Mary concludes, “For nothing will be impossible with God.”
Two potential obstacles to new life are described in Luke’s gospel, barrenness and virginity. First, let’s look at Mary’s cousin, Elizabeth. She is in her old age now. In those times, having a large family was considered a great blessing from God. Infertility was a source of shame for women. Not to be able to fulfill one’s purpose in life, would have affected Elizabeth’s status, both in the family and in the wider community. Years and years of failure to conceive made all believe that it was impossible for Elizabeth to have a child. And Mary; she’s described as a virgin, meaning young girl. Mary would have been about 12 or 13 when she became betrothed to Joseph. She questions Gabriel. How could it be possible that she was to have a child? She had not known a man. Beyond the literal level of the holy story of these two women, is a lesson for all of us. 
Their story can teach us about the nature of God and our relationship and participation with God in the healing of our broken world. There may be areas in our lives where attributes of barrenness or virginity have blockaded God’s work in the world. Do we see ourselves as unable to produce results for God’s kingdom? Do we make excuses for giving up? Have we heard ourselves or others saying, “Oh we have tried that before, but nothing came of it.”  Or, “It is no use, that effort failed in the past.” We may sometimes let past results cloud the possibilities for the future. We may even have decided that some situations or conditions are beyond even praying about anymore. When it seems that our prayers are going unanswered, perhaps we can think about Elizabeth’s seemingly hopeless condition. We can remind ourselves that even our concept of chronological time is not God’s time. We can remind ourselves that nothing will be impossible for God.
Perhaps our loss of vision and hope comes from a feeling of inadequacy. Do we claim virginity-that we are not experienced enough or properly equipped to take on something new? Do we use our lack of knowledge as a reason for not acting? Prophets have used this one for millennia. Jeremiah whined that he could not possibly comply with God’s request, for he was only a boy. Though he was middle -aged, Moses told God, how can I do what you ask? I don’t know how to speak! Thankfully, these two prophets and the many others like them, got over their sense of inadequacy and learned to rely on God. If we had to be assured of a positive outcome before we began an endeavor, if we needed to understand every nuance and technical aspect of any task before we agreed to try something new, many of us would never pick up a telephone or turn on a computer, never mind sing or write or organize or pray. 
When Mary was approached by the angel Gabriel with his astounding news, she was curious how it could happen that she could conceive. But she made up her mind to participate anyway. Let it be to me according to your word. In other words, Yes. Yes, I will serve God in whatever way I can. I don’t understand all this, but Yes, I’m in. Renowned physicist and theologian John Polkinghorne writes about the reluctant transition made from our naïve understanding of the world to the recognition of the strangeness of what actually is.  He says If encounter with the physical world can so sharply revise our understanding of its nature, it should not come as a surprise that the pursuit of the divine requires openness to the unexpected. 
God has so much more in store for us than we can ask or imagine. We have been promised Peace on Earth. We have been promised a reconciled, transformed life. We have been promised healing and wholeness as we grow into the full statue of Christ. We are promised that nothing will be impossible for God. Can we accept God’s Word? Can we believe and act on God’s promises? Not in the common understanding of the word believe, that is, full knowledge of proven scientific evidence. But in the original meaning of the word ‘believe’ which is to give one’s heart to something. Can we give our heart fully to God’s vision, even if we cannot conceive of it? Can we bring the light of Christ into the world?

Mary did not let her lack of experience or understanding get in the way of her willingness to serve God as a God-bearer. She did not let the unexpectedness of the ways God was choosing to actto prevent her from accepting God’s invitation.  Will we make excuses? Or can we throw off the lies that hold us back and with the Blessed St. Mary declare, Be it to me according to your word. Here am I.

It is not only the end of Advent on our liturgical calendars. It is as if the very world is pregnant! Full and ripe with the promises of God. We may still be waiting, but it is so apparent that God’s kingdom of love is ready to burst out. Thanks be to God for the ways we are invited to participate in bringing Christ into the world. Amen.

