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Getting in Touch with our Inner Mary 
 
 
It’s time to get in touch with our inner Mary. 
 
This may be somewhat difficult for us males, because, frankly, we’re not used to stories and 
books that have a female lead character.  But women have been identifying with male 
characters all their lives.  Just look at the titles of novels by Charles Dickens: David Copperfield, 
Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, Burnaby Rudge, Martin Chuzzlewit, Samuel Pickwick from the 
Pickwick Papers, Dombey and Son, and on and on.  So it’s our turn to find part of our identity in 
a female character. 
 
Stories and books have a threefold shape that we’re very familiar with.  They begin with quiet.  
Then a conflict comes and the characters must deal with that conflict.  Then the conflict comes 
to some sort of resolution.  And it’s over. 
 
This story is no different.  Mary is a 13-16 year-old; she is poor; she lives in a town called 
Nazareth in Galilee, which is north of Jerusalem and Judah by a couple of days hard journey.  
Like all teenagers, she dreams big.  But her dreams may not seem all that big to some of us.  
She knows she will always live in Nazareth.  She will always be poor.  She will never be able to 
go on a journey by herself or go out of her house after dark by herself, without great risk. 
 
She is okay with all these things, because one of her big dreams is about to come true.  She is 
engaged to Joseph, a carpenter.  Engagement was different in those days; it was a legal 
agreement and not just a promise.  Engagement lasted about a year and could only be broken 
by a divorce, and in that case, money always changed hands.  The couple could spend time 
together, but only with a chaperon.  They did not sleep together until the wedding night. 
 
Mary loves Joseph: the person of Joseph, the character of Joseph, the idea of Joseph.  She is 
ready for marriage and—God willing—lots of children. 
 
Enter Gabriel.   We move from the quiet part of the story to the conflict.   And it’s a doozy.  Not 
only does Mary have an encounter with an angel, but he tells her she will soon be pregnant, 
soon, as in, before her wedding to Joseph.  And in his words to her, Gabriel alludes to four 
verses in Isaiah to make it clear to her that her baby will be the Messiah, the king promised in 
today’s reading from II Samuel. 
 
“Uhh.  How can this be, since I am a virgin?” she asks.  “All that’s been figured out,” answers 
Gabriel.  “The Holy Spirit will come upon you.” 
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The conflict hits in a great emotional upheaval.  A volcano.  A tornado.  A tsunami.  On one 
hand, the honor and responsibility of being the mother of the Messiah.  On the other hand, the 
deep shame of pregnancy outside marriage and the inevitable divorce from Joseph.  At the end, 
however, she believes the words of Gabriel, that nothing is impossible with God, and she says, 
in submission to God, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 
word.” 
 
The story follows that threefold form: quiet, followed by conflict, followed by some sort of 
resolution.  Mary still has a very long road of conflict ahead of her, but she is prepared to accept 
her responsibility.  She will be ready for Bethlehem. 
 
We can apply the story—and her faith—to any number of the conflicts in our own lives.  A very 
rough presidential transition that mirrors a nation still divided against itself.  A pandemic which 
was relatively quiet—at least to us—from January to early March; and then turned to an 
emotional storm and a lockdown.  Death and death and death.  And finally—we trust and 
hope—a vaccine that will eventually be some sort of resolution to a worldwide horror. 
 
We can learn from Mary and her faith.  We can empathize with her shame and take comfort 
from God’s faithfulness to her.  We can imitate her submission to God’s will.  We can look out 
for—and look after--other Marys in our world. 
 
But I don’t think this gets to the inner Mary.  This threefold shape of narrative is a cycle: quiet 
before the storm; conflict; resolution, followed by more quiet before the storm; more conflict; 
more resolution.  What Ignatius of Loyola called the endless cycle of desolation and 
consolation.  Over and over. 
 
It’s the story of the Old Testament.  Israel runs after other gods; God sends enemies to punish 
Israel; the people repent; God hears their repentance and blesses them. 
 
Wash, rinse, repeat. 
 
Desolation and consolation. 
 
But as I said, I don’t think this gets to the inner Mary.  Mary is unique.  Mary is unique.  The 
miracle of Christmas starts a new age of miracles that—while it doesn’t wipe out the cycle of 
desolation and consolation—offers another way of living.   
 
Whether we choose that other way is up to us. 
 
The cycle of desolation and consolation doesn’t describe the inner Mary, and it doesn’t get to 
our inner Mary.  Her baby, says Gabriel, will grow to be one who “will reign over the house of 
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (LK 1:32-33). 
 
No end.  No cycle. 
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It is not just that the Messiah will rule forever—although that in and of itself is a miracle that 
will outlast us, and outlast presidents, and outlast Covid-19.  It’s also that Messiah will rule 
forever, that he will not just sympathize, not just help, not just be an example, but that he will 
rule over things familiar and things unfamiliar, things we love and things we fear, over people 
who know him and love him and people who do not know him or do not love him.  He will rule 
over the scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees who plotted his death.  He will rule over Christ 
Episcopal Church.  He will rule the world. 
 
Let’s make this personal.  In “East Coker,” one of the poems in his four poem set called “Four 
Quartets,” T.S. Eliot writes that “in order to arrive at what you are not, you must go through the 
way in which you are not.”   “In order to arrive at what you are not, you must go through the 
way in which you are not.”  
 
In other words, to arrive at a new destination, we must go through a new path and a new us.  
To have a new me—one who understands and embraces this eternal rule of the Messiah—who 
steps out of the cycle of desolation and consolation, requires that I go through a new way. 
 
It is in this story, a story that some of us may resist, specifically the parts that we will summarize 
in the Apostles’ Creed a few minutes, namely, the words “conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of 
the Virgin Mary.”  We may read through Luke, first the introduction, then the prediction of the 
birth of John the Baptist and we may think, “Okay, I like where this is going.  This is well 
thought-out; this is a good read; this is spiritually encouraging.”  And then comes the virgin 
birth.  And we may think, “Oh, oh.”  It is unscientific.  It cannot be duplicated under controlled, 
scientific conditions.  It reads like fiction.  It reads like legend. 
 
But like scientists we the Church are concerned about the truth.  Especially if the truth can help 
us, can show us our inner Mary, and might break the cycle of desolation and consolation.  
Especially—to quote Eliot again—if the truth might be a new way—the way in which we are 
not—that will help us arrive at what we are not. 
 
The skeptics are right—this miracle cannot be reproduced.  Such is God’s revelation.  “We can 
only grasp it, only hear it as the beginning of all things” (Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, p. 96).  
Not only is it a miracle that cannot be reproduced, it is a window into “the ultimate depth of 
the Godhead” (Ibid., p. 99).  When we look through this window, we see the love of God the 
Father for God the Son.  We see the glory that they shared from the beginning of time (Jn 17:5; 
24).  It’s the glory that Jesus says in John chapter 17 that he wants us to see.  He wants us to see 
it. 
 
And the glory is this: that this is not just another entry of consolation into history, to be 
followed by desolation, to be followed by consolation, then desolation.  Cycle after cycle.  The 
glory is that “in the midst of the old the new humanity begins” (Ibid.).  Paul says that Jesus is 
the second Adam, a new humanity (I Cor 15:45-49). 
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Why is it so important that we say—as we will say in a few minutes—that Jesus Christ was 
conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary?”  Surely these are some sort of relics 
of a different age?  An age when “blind faith” was preferred to science and healthy, scientific 
skepticism?   
 
In Mark 2 is the familiar story of the man who was paralyzed, and was let down through the 
roof of the house on his stretcher because there was no other way to get him to Jesus.  When 
Jesus tells the man that his sins are forgiven, the teachers of the law become infuriated because 
who can forgive sins but God alone?  Jesus replies that “Which is easier to say to this paralyzed 
man, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’?”  And then he 
continues—and this is the important part for my point.  He continues, “But I want you to know 
that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”.  “I want you to know.”  So he heals 
the man (Mk 2:9-11).  He does the miracle so that they will know that the Son of Man has 
unique authority.  He does the miracle so that they will know that in the midst of the old, the 
new humanity has begun.  He does the miracle so that they will know that the Father is in the 
Son and the Son is in the Father (Jn 10:38), and that the Father has sent the Son (Jn 9:4). 
 
The miracle of the incarnation is so great that it requires a great sign to point to it.  Jesus wants 
us to know that the Father is in the Son.  Jesus wants us to know that the new humanity has 
begun.  Jesus wants us to know that we can step out of the cycle of desolation and consolation.  
The miracle of Mary becomes, then, an inner necessity to our faith.  An inner necessity.  Jesus 
says, “I want you to know,” and the miracle of Christmas is how we know. 
 
And finally, it is not just a new humanity.  Not just a new Adam.  But a new us.  As Eliot writes, 
“in order to arrive at what you are not, you must go through the way in which you are not.”  
And the miracle of Christmas is that way in which we are not.  It is a chance….  Despite our 
fears, despite our misgivings—our misgivings about ourselves and our misgivings about God, 
despite our seasickness after endless cycles of desolation and consolation.  Despite all the 
eyewitness testimony against the opinion that God is on his throne.  Despite the creeping 
malaise of so many months of isolation.  Despite the voices urging us not to.  It is a chance to 
say with Mary, our inner Mary, “Here am I.  Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.” 
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