Sermon B: 9 Lessons & Carols, 2011
As most of you will be aware, the Christmas Eve Carol Service on the ABC has come  in recent years from Australian Cathedrals.  This is a move of which many of us would approve; and affirming of the choral tradition as it is sustained in the Australian Church.  I hope it will not therefore seem blasphemous to refer to the one of the last of the those services that came from Kings College, Cambridge before the change was in place.  This particular service made an impression on me that has remained with me.  All the poetry extracts were presented from the perspective of the Virgin Mary.  One in particular spoke to me. This extract expressed Mary's great surprise that at the time of the annunciation, the time of the angel Gabriel's announcement to her that she would bear the Son of God, that this splendid angel, knelt down before her, a poor and uninfluential young woman.  I did a little research.  

· It turns out that the angel Gabriel is depicted as a kneeling angel by possibly the two greatest artists of the annunciation: by Leonardo Da Vinci and Sandro Botticelli.  

· Admittedly, there are other interpretations of the annunciation event: Fra Angelico depicts an angel bowing slightly before Mary; more modern pictures, particularly from the pre-Raphaelites, depict Gabriel as a "stand-over" kind of angel,  sometimes one who seems rather threatening.

· And if we look at the one account of this event in the Bible, that is, in St Luke's gospel, we find there is no indication of whether the angel stood up, bowed or knelt. 

The insight that Mary would have been surprised that Gabriel knelt before her caught my imagination.  
· firstly, because the image of a great and mysterious angel or being of light kneeling modestly before a poor young woman is a surprising and striking image.  And if indeed that angel knelt, no one would have been more surprised than Mary herself.

· secondly because on the faces of each of the kneeling angels in Da Vinci and Botticelli, we see not so much devotion to the blessed virgin who had become revered in Catholic Europe before these pictures were painted; instead, we see in the angels’ faces an earnest desire to communicate God's message to the young woman in a way that did not frighten her (There is a recognition of human vulnerability in their “Do not be afraid.”)

· thirdly because such an act of humility is entirely in keeping with the rest of the story of Christ's birth, his incarnation, his making himself small to take our human flesh.

In fact the theme of deepest humility is found throughout the Christmas story:

· It touched Mary herself: as her response to Gabriel, and thus to God, was "Here I am the servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word". 

· Joseph also showed this humility.  He was not an egotistical man: Mary’s pregnancy must have been a great disappointment to him.  He would have thought Mary unfaithful; he would have felt rejected, betrayed and belittled.  Yet despite this he did not seek vengeance, which it could be argued is a satisfaction of the ego.  Joseph determined to have Mary sent away quietly in order not to disgrace her. (Message: righteousness of God helps us to rise above adversity in a way that is compassionate, dignified and mature.)

· John the Baptist showed humility.  Today’s reading for Advent III that we heard read out this morning tell us that although he was pressed by many influential people to make great claims for himself, although he had a large following of disciples in his own right, he was clear and consistent that he was not the Messiah and that his role was merely to prepare the way for the coming of Christ. (Message: before we can be clear about who we are, it is often important to be even clearer about who we aren't).

· Yet the most obvious manifestation of humility associated with the story of Christ's birth is the humility of God.  I am reminded of a short verse by Evelyn Underhill, that great Anglican spiritual writer of the 19th-20th centuries: 

“I come in little things, 

Saith the Lord;  

My starry wings I do forsake, 

Love’s highway of humility to take: 

Meekly I fit my stature to your need.”
· I became a Christian person as an adult, and was directed to a book by John McQuarrie called "The Humility of God."  I remember being struck by an image that author used of the Christ who is present to us as a friend and intercessor (someone who prays) as we pray.  McQuarrie invited his readers to believe that as we kneel to pray Jesus kneels with us in honour of the holiness that is in such a prayer, and in friendship with us.  As a person young in the Christian faith I found this image very compelling.
· At Christmas time, God stoops.  God bends his great mystery into a human shape.  It is not only Mary with the angel, or Evelyn Underhill in her poetry or John MacQuarrie in his theological reflection who know the experience of God kneeling with them in their midst, but the whole of the earth to whom this incarnation of Christ has been an ongoing revelation for upwards of two millennia. 
· Imagine God, divested of all the garments of glory kneeling in our midst tonight… Imagine God divested of all might and power kneeling in our midst tonight…  Imagine God the creator of the universe, now subject to the vagaries of ordinary human life, kneeling in our midst tonight.  This is not the bowing of a dignified and hulking frame with a faint glimmer of stardust about it.  This God is the infant Jesus; the poor child of a soon to be displaced family; hanging onto the first few vulnerable days of life in an unashamedly a-sterile environment.  Our imaginations find it difficult to grasp the full depths of humility in a God who stoops so low in human terms to live among us, to teach us about love and generosity, and to die for us so that the suffering and painfulness of sin and death can be overcome for us.
· Christmas is costly and demanding for God,,. and we sentimentalise it at our peril.
· The shepherds brought sheep, the three wise magi brought gold, frankincense and myrrh.  As we once again anticipate the coming of the Christ child, what do we bring, to honour this God in a manger?  What do we offer to this one whose angel stoops before a poor young woman; whose very self is made human and lowly in order that we might be glorified and (eventually) by God’s grace made divine.

Amen.
