
The Fourth Sunday in Advent, Year B, 2017

GOSPEL READING: Luke 1:26-38
26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee 
called Nazareth, 27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of 
the house of David. The virgin's name was Mary. 28 And he came to her and 
said, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you."  
29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of 
greeting this might be. 30 The angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for 
you have found favor with God. 31 And now, you will conceive in your 
womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 32 He will be great, 
and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to 
him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 He will reign over the house of 
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end." 34 Mary said to the 
angel, "How can this be, since I am a virgin?" 35 The angel said to her, "The 
Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be 
called Son of God. 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has 
also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be 
barren. 37 For nothing will be impossible with God."  38 Then Mary said, 
"Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word." 
Then the angel departed from her.
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SERMON Make Room
It is a new and profound experience for me to spend the second half of 
Advent knowing that any day now, my wife will go into labor and we will 
welcome into our lives—into our home and into the world—a new life. For 
9 months we’ve been doing all the practical things you do to prepare for a 
newborn—child-proofing the liquor cabinet, packing up or giving away all 
of the furniture that used to fill our home office and replacing it with crib, 
rocking chair, changing table, and storage spaces for clean diapers, dirty 
diapers, overnight diapers, traveling diapers, diapers for balancing your 
checkbook … 
We’ve even rearranged and gotten rid of some of the furniture in our own 
bedroom in order to set up a place for the little butternut squash who is 
coming to stay with us for the next 18 years. It is now incrementally more 
likely that I will run into our dresser on the way to the bathroom at 3:15 in 
the morning, and all for the sake of this person who is not even here yet, 
whom I have never met! And if you’re wondering why I just referred to my 
unborn son as a butternut squash, I’ll have you know that there is, as they 
say, an app for that! Christin has an app on her phone that updates us each 
week on the development of the child at this many weeks, and it always 
reports the size of the baby in terms of fruits and vegetables. In week 10, 
your baby is the size of a fig. In week 20 the size of a banana, and so forth. 
My favorite just happened to be the butternut squash, which was back at 29 
weeks, but I digress.
While its not insignificant, what we are doing to make room in our home, I 
want to take a moment this morning to express my absolute awe and 
wonder at the incomparable strength and sacrifice and faith and gracious 
hospitality of women, who make room, not just in their houses, but in their 
bodies for the creation and nurture and growth of an altogether new life—
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one that has not and cannot possibly have earned or deserved such over 
the top hospitality. And yet, countless women of every historical age and 
race and culture undertake this task of making room within themselves—
within their very body—in order, quite simply, to be with this yet 
unrealized life.
We Protestants aren’t usually too big on praising Mary as being especially 
miraculous in and of herself—we reserve that adjective for the child she 
bears—Jesus is miraculous; the miracle worker—but having now observed 
a nearly full pregnancy in the absolute certainty that I can not do what my 
wife has done and is doing—what Mary is able to do and did—I’m 
wondering if maybe we Protestants ought to reconsider the status of Mary 
in particular, and of women in general, as being especially miraculous.
Now, some snooty theologians out there will undoubtedly argue that what 
happens naturally cannot, by definition, be miraculous, but I imagine it 
would be only the male theologians, who we need only ask to prove in 
their own bodies that child-bearing is, in fact, a process natural to humans.
For the last century or so, in what is known as the historical-critical era of 
biblical scholarship, people have argued over the supposedly miraculous 
nature of Mary’s pregnancy—was it immaculate conception, as the Catholic 
and Fundamentalist churches insisted, or a common human conception, as 
a growing number of the more liberal Protestants proposed, noting for 
instance, in this morning’s reading from Luke, that Mary’s becoming 
pregnant does not appear to lie outside the bounds of common human 
practice. In Luke, Mary is not already and inexplicably pregnant, as she is 
in Matthew’s gospel. The angels speak to her in future tense: she will 
become pregnant with a son. Nothing in the angelic announcement clearly 
suggests that Joseph will not be the biological father of that son, even if 
God is both Source and Essence of His Being.
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In other words, the Bible, as it so often does, resists our insistence that it 
function primarily to prove us right and our opponents wrong, and so the 
best way to answer the question may be to say that “miraculous” or 
“common” when it comes to birth, is a false dichotomy; that there can be 
nothing common about the conception of any new life. It is always 
miraculous in that it is always and only God’s business to bring forth life 
from no life, with Jesus, born of Mary, being the full, complete and 
immaculate realization of the miracle.
The question of greater weight in the Gospel is not the mechanical how 
question, but the interpersonal whether—whether we will make room for 
God’s new creation within ourselves, within our homes, our societies, our 
world. 
When John’s birth is announced to the priest Zechariah, just prior to this 
passage, the devout religious man cannot make room in his imagination for 
God’s miraculous new work. He scoffs at the heavenly messengers.  1

When it comes time for Mary to give birth, the hospitality industry in 
Bethlehem has no room—but as we will see tonight, this gospel makes 
room where there is no room.  2

As he inaugurates his ministry in Nazareth, Jesus preaches that God acts 
for the salvation of all people not just the Hebrew people. But the 
worshipers in the synagogue take offense, unwilling to share their 
particular blessing with outsiders, and enraged at Jesus suggestion 
otherwise, they drive Mary’s son from the synagogue, to the edge of town, 
even attempting to drive him off a cliff.  3

 Luke 1:5-201

 Luke 2:1-72

 Luke 4:14-303
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When asked by a potential follower where he is staying, Jesus will reply: 
Foxes have holes and birds have nests, but the son of man has nowhere to 
lay his head … no room.4

In responding to a question about how one enters eternal life, Jesus tells a 
story of a man in need and three people who pass him by. Two can make 
no room in their busy schedules or secure livelihood for the injured man … 
but the third does … and he is, of course, the hero of the story … not 
because of ethnicity, social or religious status, but because he made room in 
his life for a stranger in need.5

For fear of belaboring the point, we’ll just skip ahead to the end of Luke’s 
story of Jesus … when the whole world—social, religious, ethnic, imperial
—determines that there is simply not room for this Son of Mary—this Son 
of God—and so casts him out from our midst, by way of a state sanctioned 
public execution,  leaving only the question of whether this rejected God 6

will make room for a world full of people who could make no room for 
universal God. 
The gospel would not be called as such except it proclaim that yes, in fact, 
God has made room for us within God’s self and within God’s home, not 
because we have done anything to earn or deserve such over the top 
hospitality; but in spite of our doing precisely the opposite, from the 
gracious, indomitable intention of God to be with us—as a mother is with 
her child.
Mary, the mother of Jesus, becomes the exemplar of this gospel faith by 
uttering words that the priest Zechariah before her had not been able to 

 Luke 9:57-584

 Luke 10:25-375

 Luke 22:47-23:466
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muster: Here I am, the servant of the Lord. Let it be with me according to your 
word.
Mary makes room for God—as a mother makes room for her child. 
She does not need to be an especially religiously devout or celebrated 
person in order to take up this mantle of faith. The accommodations she 
provides are by no means extravagant … but they are sufficient to fulfill 
God’s purpose in her life and in the world. 
The same is true for us—we need not be especially pious or pristine in our 
hospitality in order for God’s purposes to be fulfilled in our lives. We need 
only to trust the Almighty God who was willing to trust a young peasant 
woman named Mary to carry the Light of Christ into shadowy corners of 
the world, saying Here I am, the servant of the Lord. Let it be with me according 
to your word. 
Over the course of this Advent season, we have been addressed by the 
scriptural imperatives to stay woke to the needs of the world around us, 
and to the imminent presence of God; to make a way for the activity of this 
God where there seems to be no way; to pivot our conversations to Jesus 
when we are tempted to lose sight of him as the cause and aim of all our 
ministry, and now, to make room in our lives & schedules, our spirits and 
our bodies, our homes and our church—God is coming into the world. 
Come back for these next few worship services to be reminded that God 
comes as one who is rejected by all manner of people—not just nasty evil 
people, but by well meaning people like you and me. God arrives as a teen 
pregnancy scandal, and quickly winds up the child of a refugee family. As 
an adult, he will be homeless, people will think he’s lost his mind. He is 
admired by derelicts and detested by priests; a dissident against society’s 
most revered institutions, and finally, a criminal on death row, convicted as 
a enemy of the state.
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Let us never succumb to the belief that Christmas faith is easy—it comes in 
the form of imperatives because we are not so easily convinced to make 
room for such as these. In fact, I’d say it would take nothing less than a 
miracle, even for just our churches to make room for this Jesus if he arrived 
at our front door tonight! 
But then, miracles do happen every day. Life comes into the world—into 
our homes—unable to have earned the love it will receive … but receives it 
no less.
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