19th December 2010


Preachers: Jennifer Potter & Leslie Griffiths

HYMNS:
109
“Let earth and heaven agree”



88
“The holly and the ivy”



87
“The Angel Gabriel from heaven came”



95
“Born in the night”



106
“Hark, the herald angels sing”
READINGS: Matthew 1:18-25



Luke 2:1-14

“MARY WAS THAT MOTHER MILD, 
JESUS CHRIST HER LITTLE CHILD”
[On this day there was not one sermon but two short addresses. The first one is here, preached by Jennifer, based on the first line of the couplet, ‘Mary was that mother mild’ and the second can be heard or seen on the audio and video parts of the website as preached by Leslie on the line ‘Jesus Christ, her little child’.]
This is a familiar couplet ending the first verse of “Once in Royal David’s City”. No doubt many of us can hear it in our minds being sung by a boy’s solo voice in King’s College, Cambridge or in a less polished performance by a child at our local Primary School nativity play.

I think that the word ‘mild’ in this couplet has more to do with alliteration in that line, ‘Mary’, ‘mother’, ‘mild’ and with getting a word to rhyme with child than with an accurate description of Mary’s character. The word ‘mild’ has also probably changed from the time when this carol was written. ‘Mild’ now has somewhat negative connotations – ‘neither hot nor cold’, ‘soft’, ‘lacking assertion’ which certainly, in my opinion, do not apply to Mary, mother of Jesus.
But let’s face it, we know relatively little about Mary, we have only the narratives in the Gospels and even these have been obscured by all the devotion and legend that has gathered around the figure of Mary over 2000 years of Church history.

‘Mild’ might be a useful word for Cecil Francis Alexander’s Christmas Carol but I do not think that it is very helpful for Christians and especially women Christians.

What can we be reasonably sure of about this Mary, mother of Jesus?

She was a young girl, probably around 17 years old and she was about to be married, the negotiations had been done for her to marry a local carpenter, named Joseph.

She lived in Palestine – in a small village called Nazareth.

Mary had a dream or a vision in which she was visited by God’s Angel, Gabriel, and told that she was going to bear God’s son. She was terrified but was given assurance by the Angel that there was no need to be afraid.
But let there be no doubt about it – she was incredibly afraid, not only of the Angel’s words and what they might mean but of the scandal that her pregnancy was going to cause. Would Joseph break off the engagement? What would the village gossips say? How on earth was she going to explain the visitation she had had?
But in faith and with a good deal of courage Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word.’

Mild she was not – courageous she was!

Mary continued to be fearful and bewildered by what it meant to be carrying God’s son but as she reflected more upon it she realised that within her fear was also a spark of pride that she, a humble girl from an ordinary family had been chosen for this awesome responsibility.

She came to see, little by little, what the birth of this child might mean. She was to deliver a child who would in his turn be the deliverer of his people. So she sang her song
“My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,

My spirit rejoices in God, my Saviour

For he has looked with favour on his lowly servant

And from this day all generations shall call be blessed.’

She did not just accept the role she had been given submissively or passively – she rejoiced that she had such a part to play in God’s plan for the salvation of the world.

But as we well know, being the mother of Jesus was to bring Mary much pain and suffering.

There was to be physical pain – the delivery of this child in far-from-ideal circumstances, away from home, without the help of women relatives and friends, in makeshift accommodation in a stable.

There was to be fear – fear for her own life and that of her newborn son when Herod started searching for all the recently born Jewish boys. There was fear as the family fled from Palestine into safety in Egypt.
There was to be bewilderment and anxiety when the young 12 year old Jesus stayed behind in the Temple without even so much as a word to his parents, bewilderment increased by his response to their rebuke. No word of apology  from Jesus just the statement that he must be about his Father’s business.

There were to be years of wondering what her son was doing as he wandered the length and breadth of Palestine – impressing some by his words and actions but engendering a great of anger and opposition from those in authority.

And then, of course, there was that last journey to Jerusalem. The disciples had not wanted Jesus to go, Mary had not wanted him to go but she knew deep in her soul what had to happen.
Then at the Cross, there was Mary watching her son die, the prophecy came true, ‘indeed a sword pierced her soul’ as she watched as the life seeped from his body.

But, as we who live this side of these events know, the Cross was not the end, Jesus’ death was not the end. Mary had faith that what she had been told by the Angel would be fulfilled. The child whom she had delivered did rise from the dead, a saviour to deliver others.

Mary mild – I don’t think that is the best word to apply to this woman!

Mary was a human being willing to listen and obey God, willing to go wherever he led, however dark those places. Yes, she was a courageous woman – a person with human fears and frailty just like us yet given courage through her unshakeable faith in God.
Mary – what a role model! What a role model for all Christians not just for women. Amen
