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A life shaped by prayer 
(Luke 1:26-38, Acts 1:12-14) 

  
She has many names: “the Mother of Mercy, Queen of Heaven, Mother 

Most-Pure, The Blessed Virgin and so on… She is depicted in some of the world’s 
most memorable poems, novels, plays and many aspects of visual art, such as 
paint to canvas, pottery, bronze, stone, marble, and stained glass. And, I’d be 
willing to guess that in most of the depictions of her-if not with Jesus- she 
appears to be in prayer. Today’s face of the cross is Mary, the mother of Jesus.  

Unlike either the inner turmoil experienced by Judas Iscariot or the 
demons that once plagued Mary Magdalene, Mary the Mother of Jesus seems free 
of personal complexity. That is, once you put the immaculate conception (virgin 
birth), being called to raise the Messiah into the category of “common.” I say this 
with only slight sarcasm, because the reason we think nothing of these aspects of 
her calling is that Mary seems to take these extra- ordinary events in stride. 

 
It has been said that our Roman Catholic friends make too much of the 

Virgin Mary, but it could also be argued that we protestants don’t spend enough 
time on her. Mary was one who grew up with very little, only to see her own son 
go through with much for so many. Did you realize that the real Mary of Nazareth 
was raised in simple, even poor conditions? Though she is often depicted in 
stunning white robes with blue scarves, neither white clothing nor blue dyed 
garments were likely something that the real Mary ever would have worn.  

The Bible tells us nothing of Mary’s childhood or homelife, however 
tradition names her parents as Joachim and Hannah from Sepphoris, a city near 
Nazareth. Mary’s official name would have likely been Miriam or Mariamne, a 
common name for young women of this time and region. Tradition also suggests 
that her sister was Salome who married a fisherman named Zebedee. If this were 
the case, this would mean the disciples James and John were cousins to the 
Christ. Maybe this explains their closeness and quarreling with Jesus? 

Mary displays a quiet confidence. Last week we noticed that Mary 
Magdalene was unfazed by the presence of two angels in the tomb where Jesus’ 
body had been laid. This week we hear of another angel, the angel Gabriel. In this 
passage a teenager at best was tasked with an unbelievable new course of life. The 
angel reassures her, “you have found favor with God.” The word here for favor 
can also be translated, grace. So, it is literally God’s grace that changes the life of 
Mary.  No doubt all of us can relate to this?! 

 
We do not know what God saw in Mary that prompted the woman of 

meager means to be selected to give birth to the Lord Jesus. Yet, what we do 
know is that prior to this encounter she had been betrothed to a man named 
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Joseph, a carpenter. Mary couldn’t have been any older than sixteen, Joseph was 
likely twice her age, as was custom of the day. I know this age difference sounds 
alien to our way of thinking, but this was not a romantic minded culture. To be 
betrothed was to have security, to know your future was stable. 

 

Today, all over this nation and beyond, many people that would normally 
have gathered for mass, worship or Bible study, have taken extra precautions to 
prevent the spread of the corona virus. We take a risk in coming together today. 
Our Session will be meeting Tuesday and, among other things, will discuss what 
our plans will be for the future. As we come to a consensus all helpful information 
will be shared with the congregation prior to next Sunday morning.    

To date this flu-like illness has been reported in 49 states, contracted by 
over 2,300 people. (New York Times) The thought seems to be that “the most 
effective way to minimize risk is to reduce density and maximize social 
distancing.” It is true that there are always germs in the air, but it is also true that 
the new virus has been deadly for about fifty people in the USA. It takes a 
national emergency to call off school, professional sporting events and all 
Broadway theater productions, hopefully this is a once in a lifetime occurrence.   

We should not take this threat lightly… wash your hands and cover your 
cough! Having said that, we should also not allow fear or growing social changes 
to govern our God-given consciences. The first thing that the angel of the Lord 
tells Mary is applicable to all of us today, “Do not be afraid.” This was step one for 
Mary… getting herself together… step two was, trying to make sense of what the 
angel Gabriel told her would occur, her response, “How will this be?” (Luke 
13:4a)             

People have minds, and with those minds come helpful or unhelpful 
questions. Our brain can be a friend or foe depending upon your “state of mind.” 
I am NOT suggesting that we just think happy thoughts for a few weeks but we 
need to recall the apostle Paul saying, “For I am convinced that neither death nor 
life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any 
powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able 
to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom. 8:38-
39)    

So, Why not use the twenty seconds to wash your hands as time to say a 
prayer for our health care workers, those struggling with the disease or people 
who are working to combat its effect all over the world? The way that we become 
those who embrace lives shaped by prayer, is by adding prayer into our routines. 

You can be sure that Mary, the mother of Jesus, spent years praying over 
her son. When she told the angel Gabriel that she was “a servant of the Lord…” 
she welcomed the responsibility of raising the Messiah. Can you imagine the ways 
in which Mary could have been tempted to fear, over-react or even doubt her 
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ability to parent this child?  Lest we make her out to be perfect-which she wasn’t-
at any moment in time Mary could have been overwhelmed.    

Mary receives the news of being the mother of the Lord and, once 
convinced that it is biologically possible- “for nothing will be impossible with 
God”- she agrees to be visited by the Holy Spirit. The angel leaves and Mary 
spontaneously decides to visit Elizabeth, who is about six months pregnant. 

The leaping that John does within Elizabeth’s womb only acts as a sign of 
things to come for Elizabeth, as this cousin to the Christ will wildly call people to 
repent of their sinfulness! Meanwhile the elder Elizabeth calls young Mary 
blessed, as well as looking with great hope toward the “fruit of her womb.”  

Have you ever considered the risk that Mary took in visiting Elizabeth? The 
time required to travel from Nazareth to the hill country (Judah), it would have 
taken three days! The great distance, and how far along Elizabeth must have 
been, is likely why she (Mary) decides to stay three months once she arrives. 

The next section of scripture is known as “the Magnificat.” The meaning 
behind it is a prayer of gratefulness to God for having chosen her (Mary) to be 
the Mother of Jesus, though His name is not mentioned.  As you’ll recall it was 
Joseph (also prompted by an angel) who gave the boy his name. (Matthew 1:21)  

Before Jesus was born Mary lived in such a way that those who knew her 
would see her as a faithful woman and friend. She was probably more serious and 
pious than most girls her age, likely also more reserved in nature, and maybe 
even shy?  There is much we do not know about Mary but what we do know is 
that she loved her son Jesus. Through the providence of God, a way to the Father 
was made possible through the cross but it began in the womb of Mary. 

Those of us who have been fortunate enough to have children know the 
many stages of development that occur in a child’s life. It can be a challenge, to be 
sure, but watching them grow into young men and women is a gift. As Mary 
watched her son grow into an adult, one wonders if she knew what was coming 
for her son? Obviously, she knew that Jesus was a special creation of God but 
there are so many unanswered questions when it comes to the way in which his 
life would turn out. It is certainly likely that Mary had an on-going learning curve 
as Jesus encountered one obstacle after another, after another, after another… 

The late Dr. Peter Gomes wrote, “God does not choose us to fulfill his 
purposes because we are worthy of such a choice, or because we are good 
enough to do what he wishes; we have not won some prize competition or 
passed a Rhodes scholarship final review. No, God chooses for reasons known 
only to him and it is the choice that confers favor. When God chooses you, you 
are chosen. We waste our time seeking to figure out the special hidden, secret 
qualities that commend God’s choices to him; to be God means never having to 
explain why.”      
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 So, consider also that nine months after the angel Gabriel spoke to Mary, 
this remarkable woman gave birth to a son in the humblest of circumstances. 
That night when messy shepherds showed up with wide-eyed expressions, having 
seen a whole chorus full of angels, the gospel of Luke records that, “Mary 
treasured all these things in her heart.” (LK 2:19) How many moments were there 
like this for Mary? It’s hard to say.   

One thing is clear, Jesus respected his Mother throughout his entire life. In 
the first miracle Jesus performed, the wedding of Cana, Jesus calls his Mother 
“woman” when he questions what he has to do with the wine shortage? What we 
modern readers might misunderstand is that this expression was nothing like a 
Neanderthal saying, “woman, I go hunt.”  This was not a word of disrespect but of 
tenderness and affection. Which makes it even more powerful that the same word 
is used when he spoke from the cross, “Woman, behold your son.” (JN 19:26)  

Here, the life shaped by prayer seems to come full circle for Mary. The 
miracle that needed to occur in order to even have this son becomes a gift of 
grace available to all who will claim him the son of God. There are so many 
aspects of one’s life, the things we say, do, leave in our will, entrust to another or 
share with the ones we love the most in the moment. It’s safe to say that there 
were likely more special moments between Jesus and his Mother. 

There are also many legends and stories of the power of Mary, whether in 
her time on earth or through some miraculous means. But while most of these 
details are obscure, one such detail is simple. The book of Acts, describes the 
disciples gathered in the upper room after the resurrection but before Pentecost, 
“devoting themselves to prayer…with Mary the mother of Jesus…”(Acts 1:14)   

And so, once again, Mary awaits the arrival of the Holy Spirit, but this time 
she is not alone, she’s with a whole group of disciples, who loved the one born in 
Bethlehem almost as much as she did. 

 

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

 
  
 
          
  
         
         
       


