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Mary as Believer 
 

Genesis 18:1-15 
Luke 1:26-38 

 

 The festival of the Annunciation is not a feast day Protestants celebrate with any great regularity 

or enthusiasm.  Even Protestants who have discovered the Church year and the by-now ubiquitous alb, 

who queue up for a sacramental on Ash Wednesday and the sacrament on Maundy Thursday, who insist 

on pericopal lessons rather than lectio continua, who have rediscovered the acolyte and the crucifer, even 

these Protestants are extremely reluctant to announce services will be held to celebrate the Annunciation. 

 One can argue, of course, that the Protestant reluctance to talk about Mary reflects the New 

Testament's reluctance to offer much information about her.  The Bible really has very little to say about 

Mary and much of what it does say is not highly complimentary to her.  She cannot seem to comprehend 

what her son is about and tries to interfere.  Indeed, the blood relationship between Jesus and Mary 

appears to stand in the way of her faith relationship.  When a woman says to Jesus (Luke 11:27), echoing 

unconsciously the blessing Elizabeth had earlier spoken to Mary (Luke 1:42), "Blessed is the womb that 

bore you, and the breasts that you sucked," he responds, "Blessed rather are those who hear the word of 

God and keep it!"  And when Jesus is notified (Mark 3:32) that "your mother and your brothers are 

outside asking for you," he replies, "Whoever does the will of God is my brother, and sister, and 

mother."  According to the New Testament, there is a distance between Jesus and his mother that can be 

bridged only by faith. 

 Luke's portrayal of Mary as humbly obedient when she learns she is to be the mother of the 

Messiah and John's picture of her role at the cross are the high points of the New Testament's witness to 

Mary.  She is not at the center of the New Testament but at its periphery.  At the time of the birth of 

Jesus and at the cross, Mary is not the initiator; she is the humble recipient and observer of the 

mysterious action of God.  When Mary tries to intervene in the course of events, she is very much like 

Peter.  She misunderstands what is happening and by her actions stands in the way of the fulfillment of 
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God's will.  J.A. Bengel observed that Mary was "full of grace," not as its mother but as its daughter.  

She is the recipient of divine favor, not its source. 

 Yet the reluctance to talk about the Annunciation owes less to the modesty of the Bible in talking 

about Mario logical themes than to the acute discomfort modern people feel about the details of the story 

itself.  A young Jewish girl who is betrothed to an older man but who is still a virgin is visited by an 

angel (and it this point the congregation shifts restlessly in its pews), is told she will become pregnant by 

supernatural means without the aid of a human father, and that her son will be the long-awaited Messiah 

from the House of David.  Aside from one objection so mild it could be interpreted as nothing more than 

a question of clarification, the Jewish girl accepts this announcement with quiet resignation.  This is not 

the kind of text students in homiletics like to have assigned to them.  It is very hard to get from this text 

to the mistreatment of millworkers by J.P. Stevens or to an exhortation for raising the apportionment for 

Church World Service. 

 The late Carl Michalson warned his students to beware of any theology that has no place for 

angels.  The same terribly modern person who will deny the existence of angels and smile at the 

charmingly naive story of a virgin birth will chatter on excitedly about the possibility of life on other 

planets or in other galaxies ("It is unthinkable that we are the only intelligent life in this universe!") or 

will even speculate on single parent birth through cloning.  Whatever problems there are in the text is 

not primarily the fault of the angel. 

 The offense of this story is not the offense to reason.  The difficulty with the story of the 

Annunciation is not that St. Luke did not read Copernicus or Mendel.  The scandal of the story is that it 

talks about faith and a promise, and talks about them in radically uncompromising ways.  The offense of 

the Annunciation is the offense of the gospel itself. Anyone who does not understand what this story is 

about will not understand what the Bible is about. 

 That this is so can be seen most clearly if we place the story of the Annunciation to Mary beside 

the story of the Annunciation to Sarah.  After all, in the Gospel of Luke the continuity between the Old 

Testament people of God and the New is consciously stressed.  Mary represents the remnant of Israel.  
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When she breaks into song in the presence of her cousin Elizabeth, she sings the New Testament 

reformulation of the song of Hannah (1 Samuel 2:4-7): "The feeble gird on strength...Those who were 

hungry have ceased to hunger.  The barren has borne seven...The Lord brings low, he also exalts."  The 

connection between Sarah and Mary is as natural for Luke as the connection between Isaac and Christ is 

natural for Paul. 

 Let's consider first of all the similarities between the two stories: 

1. Each story begins with the sudden appearance of angels, at least in the sense of mysterious 

special messengers of God.  Those of you who think of Rubens's fat little cherubs or the austere 

schoolmaster without wings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti will be disappointed with the biblical account.  In 

the case of Abraham and Sarah, they entertain three men who demonstrate an uncanny ability to see 

around corners and to hear inaudible thoughts.  In the case of Mary, the angel encourages Mary not to 

fear.  Apparently an encounter with an angel is a daunting experience. Pure intelligence and unsullied 

holiness are, to say the least, unsettling. 

2. In both stories Mary and Sarah are the recipients of a special covenantal blessing, a favor neither 

of them sought or expected.  The blessing of God on Sarah, "As for Sarah your wife...I will bless her, 

and...she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall come from her," is echoed in the words of 

Luke 1:28, 42: "Hail, O favored one, the Lord is with you...Blessed are you among women, and blessed 

is the fruit of your womb!" 

3. And, finally, in both stories the angels are bearers of a promise that has very little possibility, 

when the natural circumstances are mulled over, of being realized.  Both Sarah and Mary are promised a 

son.  Sarah, however, is on the other side of menopause and Abraham, even by the generous actuarial 

tables of Genesis, is getting on in years.  There is close to a century on his odometer. Mary, however, 

while still fertile, has a fiancé and not a husband.  The promise runs contrary to ordinary human 

expectations.  In both cases God promises to create a new possibility for the objects of his favor where 

no reasonable human possibility exists.  Virgins and grandmothers do not bear children.  The promise is 

scandalous. 



4 

 

 And that is where the two stories, so like each other, diverge.  When Sarah hears to the promise--

or, perhaps I should say overhears the promise, since she is eavesdropping at the time--she laughs.  It is 

not the laughter of joy but of unbelief.  She has already persuaded her husband to have a child by another 

woman as the only practical alternative to letting a stranger claim his inheritance.  She finds the promise 

ludicrous and laughs to herself.  But even silent laughter at a promise of God is heard by God.  The 

angels rebuke her for her unbelief.  "Is anything too hard for the Lord?" they ask. 

 Mary, however, believes the promise and accepts it. She is probably nothing more than a 

teenager, but she displays none of the teenager's obstinate resistance in the face of unexpected and 

probably unwelcome news.  Mary becomes the mother of our Lord by hearing the promise of God 

preached to her by an angel and by trusting it unreservedly.  The sentiment, if not the exact words, 

spoken as a rebuke to Sarah forms the text of the angel's sermon to Mary: "For with God nothing will be 

impossible."  It is not the angel of God but the promises of God which, then as now, offend calculated 

human prudential self-interest.  The obstacle to faith, then as now, is not the unlikely preacher but the 

unlikely promise. 

 What is the story of the Annunciation about?  It is about the great themes of the gospel: about 

difficult promises, about faith, about costly discipleship. To see Mary as a believer is to give Mary her 

true honor, to recognize her rightful place in the history of salvation.  Mary is the sign of the continuity 

and reality of the saving activity of God.  To understand this is to hear in the salutation the echo of the 

blessing on Sarah, to find in her song the strains of Hannah's, to say with Luke: "Hail, O favored one, the 

Lord is with you!...Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb!...For with God 

nothing will be impossible." 

 


