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To Be A Womb!
First  Parish Northfield December 4, 2011 Rev Marguerite Sheehan


Why do I think that everyone here is in some state of exhaustion? From our own family Thanksgiving festivities to the big dinner at church, through all the preparations for the Christmas Fair including the ongoing questions about whether the darn wreathes would arrive, to yesterdays full day that I am sure went late into the afternoon or evening with all the cleaning up!  No wonder we are exhausted, and the winter holiday season has just begun!


Can we take a breath and just stop now? Really, stop and take a breath……..Maybe in some real way that is what the Christian church season of Advent is all about. Advent is celebrated for four weeks starting last Sunday when you were already getting our Fair together. It leads right up to Christmas. It is a time not only for the children and the child in us to wait for Christmas Day but a time in which all of us can, if we choose, to stop, to wait, listen, hope, light candles, and to ponder what is stirring inside ourselves and what is coming next in our lives. After all that we have been through so far this season and all that is to come I think that Advent is a really good idea! 

In the Gospel of Luke we hear the story about the foretelling of the birth of Jesus. Here is how it starts. “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin's name was Mary. And he came to her and said, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you." But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.” 

My guess is that even 2000 years ago it was not a common thing for angels to appear to people, so Mary must have been at least a little bit shocked by the sight of this visitor. But it was the words that really stopped her up, perplexed her and made her wonder, “What kind of greeting is this?” What does it mean to be the favored one?  The angel said, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 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. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end." Mary said to the angel, "How can this be, since I am a virgin?"

Post modern readers that we are, fixed as our society is on sexuality, we grasp on that word “virgin” and agree with Mary. How can this be? Is this just one of those crazy miracle stories that has nothing whatsoever to do with us, 21st century Unitarian Universalists? But “virgin” means more than not having had sexual relations. Think of virgin territory, or virgin olive oil. Virgin means, “to be one, whole in oneself, not perforated by the concerns of conventional norms and authority, or the powers and principalities. To be virgin, then, is in a sense to be recollected.” (Ross- Gotta)
To be recollected is to be someone who is able to stop, to turn within, to contemplate not only what is happening around us, but what is happening within us. Loretta Ross-Gotta expanded on this idea and said “Blessed are all virgins, male and female, who believe that there will be fulfillment of what is spoken to them by the angelic messengers of grace.” 

Blessed are all of us who are willing to stop the mad rush of life and listen to a deeper calling, a calling that is built on hope, and fed by love, experienced as joy, and that leads to peace. That is what the season of Advent can mean for us. Stop, listen, ponder, and wait with a heart that expects to be moved. 
The angelic messengers of grace in our time are not Gabriel. They are more likely to be your children, the people you meet on the street, the unexpected visitor that walks into our church, the person who taps you on the shoulder and asks you “how are you doing?” and really wants to know the answer. 

I read a reflection this week about a woman who was determined to celebrate Advent by slowing down her life, and by having more quiet time with her 3 year old son. They read stories, cooked, talked about Advent and tried to minimize the hype about Christmas. On Christmas Eve after they had decorated their tree the little boy grabbed a small plush red heart from the tree and said to his mom “Let’s pretend that I am Gabriel. Kneel down!” And so she did just that. “Mary” he addressed her, “You shall have a son. And this” he extended the heart decoration, “This is your holy.” “You must carry your holy with you always, Mommy, even around your neck – so Jesus will know that he is holy too.” (Hirsch) And in that sweet and stunning moment she knew that her son had given her a gift that would stay with her forever. Wear your heart around your neck so you and everyone around you, even your children and grandchildren will know that you and they are not only holy, or but are wholly loved. 

Like this mother, one thing that I have noticed is that I do not hear these common, ordinary, and sometimes extraordinary angels when I am rushing around shopping, talking, worrying, planning or performing, or producing anything. They come when I am open and available and ready. Loretta Ross- Gotta says “All God needs is a willing womb, a place of safety, nourishment and love.” Please translate the term God for what has supreme meaning in your life – the Goddess, love, creativity, peace, your best and higher self… What this Mysterious reality needs is for us not to be distracted by the work of the holidays but to be a willing womb. 

The season of Advent is an invitation to be a womb, to be a place of safety, nourishment and love. To be a womb means not only to tolerate but to relish waiting. To be a womb means to be a place in which something surprising is growing. The season of Advent is not just a countdown for Christmas Day. It is a time to go against the grain of our consumer culture and to, at least for the moment it takes to light a candle, to say that we are not meant to be shoppers. We are meant to be the bearers of hope and love and joy and peace. 

Emmanuel means God is with us. Jesus taught his disciples that there would be a time in which the emperors would not rule the people but that the kingdom of Heaven would be in charge. This is the time that the Jewish people wait for, the time when the Messiah would come and issue in a reign of justice, not oppression. “When,” they asked Jesus, “when is the kingdom coming?” Jesus answered, “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed” nor will they say, “Look here it is! Or “There it is!” For in fact, the kingdom of God is within you.” 


In this seminal teaching Jesus said that the Kingdom of God is within us.  Maybe Jesus meant that we are the wombs in which a life of justice and mercy, peace and forgiveness, is getting ready to be born.  Advent is not just a time of waiting for Christmas Day. It is a season for contemplating the birth of that Christ child in our own lives. In this way the traditional language of the second coming of God makes sense to me. God is not an old man or even an old woman in the sky but is a living and breathing reality that is within us and between us. If we are to trust the teachings of Jesus, we will not spend our lives waiting for something outside ourselves to happen. We will not live our lives saying “Look here it is, or there it is, or someday justice will reign.” If we trust the Gospel we will look within and nurture the seed of that Kingdom so that it will grow and manifest. 


When the Angel Gabriel finished his announcement, Mary did not say “I will think about it.” Or “I am pretty young and actually busy now with my life, can this wait for a couple of years until I am ready?” She said “Here I am, the servant of God; let it be with me, according to your word.” Then, only then, did the angel depart from her. 


When we are asked to bear hope in a hopeless world and love in a world of hate, joy when depression hangs over the people and peace in a time of war, may our answer be “Here I am.” This Advent, I am taking the story of the announcing of the impending birth as a meditation for my own life. God is within me, and within you, and within and between every other person that comes across our path. Will you join me in this season of Advent in saying “Here I am”, trusting “that something of great and saving importance is growing and kicking its heels in you?” (Ross- Gotta)
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