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A Fierce and Fearsome Yes 

 

Today is one of those rare occasions when Christmas Eve and the last Sunday of Advent 

occur on the same day. Our Advent season is cut short by our calendar and by our 

annual rush to get to our Christmas celebrations. In doing so we overlook one of the 

most remarkable moments in all of Holy Scripture, the moment Mary says yes. The 

truth is that we can’t kneel at the manger without first hearing the young woman’s 

audacious response to the angel’s message. Often, we don’t get it right about Mary. We 

either tend to ignore her except at this time of the year, or revere her to the point of 

making her God-like. Many of us fall somewhere in between. We’re not quite sure what 

to do with Mary. We honor her, as the human mother of our God, but are wary to 

elevate her to a status of reverence beyond occasional, obligatory remembrances.  

 

Artistic expressions of the mother of Jesus portray her as meek and mild, in soft 

glowing hues, her body poised in a prayerful and faithful stance, a submissive and 

innocent receptacle of the divine. But this portrayal doesn’t do justice to the gutsy, fierce 

and adventurous woman who risked everything in saying yes to Gabriel. The depiction 

of Mary I find most captivating is the one painted by Philadelphian Henry Ossawa 

Tanner in his work The Annunciation which hangs in the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

Tanner grew up the son of an African Methodist Episcopal minister and an ex-slave 

who gained her freedom through the underground railroad. He was arguably the first 

renowned African American painter in the U.S. and in Europe. Many of Tanner’s works 

focus on images from the Bible. He painted The Annunciation soon after a trip to 

Palestine. Inspired by the people, culture, and architecture he encountered on his 



journey, Tanner created an unconventional image of the angel’s message to Mary. She 

appears dressed in Middle Eastern peasant clothing, without a halo or other saintly 

features, while sitting on her bed with sheets and blankets cast aside as if to suggest a 

sudden and startled awakening. Gabriel appears only as a beam of light within this 

very humble, human setting.  

 

It is her face that draws me into the scene. Her head is cocked to the side as if to say, 

“Go on. I’m listening.” We learn from Luke in other stories that this mother-to-be is 

deeply thoughtful, not prone to capriciousness in her actions or with her words; but, 

first treasuring all things in her heart. Mary’s youthful eyes capture both the fear and 

wonder at what she is being asked to do, at the seemingly impossible task that lies 

before her. We cannot forget how dangerous it must have been for this unwed peasant 

girl to assent to this otherworldly invitation. Mary agrees, although this pregnancy 

could bring an end to her engagement to Joseph and shame to her family. She agrees, 

although she recalls how her community in the past would put to death a woman who 

was found to be pregnant out of wedlock. She agrees, although her world is turned 

upside down and the quiet life she had planned as the wife of a small, town carpenter 

becomes but a fleeting dream. “This is what follows after illumination departs and you 

realize there is no map for the path you have chosen, no one to serve as guide, nothing 

to do but gather up your gumption and set out,” Jan Richardson remarks.  

And so, Mary gathers up her gumption and travels first to visit her cousin Elizabeth, 

singing a song which not only announces her son’s birth, but announces the 

inauguration of a new kingdom, one that stands in stark contrast to every other 

kingdom. With the Magnificat Mary declares that God is indeed on the side of the poor 

and humble, with those on the margins and not the occupying empire, with a peasant 

girl who gives birth in a barn and not with narcissistic rulers. Mary sings her open-



hearted desire to partner with God in birth and new life, in the hope that through her 

son the lowly will be lifted up, the hungry will be filled with good things and all God’s 

beloved people will flourish. 

She will make many journeys throughout her lifetime; four days on foot to Bethlehem 

while very pregnant with her husband Joseph (you see, there was no donkey), fleeing 

with her family to Egypt and back, to Jerusalem when Jesus is an adolescent and then 

again, many years later when she must stand at the foot of the cross and watch him die.  

There must have been many moments of fear and wonder along the way, each one 

requiring from her another Yes, – another gutsy declaration of "let it be..." Meek and 

mild? Submissive? No, not Mary. Because God is not meek and mild. And God does not 

choose the meek and mild to do the unimaginable. God chooses the unconventional, 

unexpected way, an un-wed, un-believed teenage girl with the holy task of birthing, 

nursing, and nurturing the Son of God,” declares Rachel Held Evans. “This is the 

stunning claim of the incarnation: God has made a home among the very people the 

world casts aside. And in her defiant prayer, and throughout her courageous life, 

Mary—a dark-skinned woman, a refugee, a religious minority in an occupied land—

names this reality.” 

 

This Christmas as I gather with you all in the warm and comforting glow of the 

candlelit sanctuary, I can’t help but want to hear Mary’s song soaring over the voices of 

the angels. Maybe it’s because this year I have heard many Marys speaking up and 

speaking out against the powerful and privileged of our world. Maybe it’s because this 

year the cries of those on the margins seem to be growing louder, and in greater need of 

our attention and care, all the while being drowned out by the capriciousness of angry 

voices overcome by fear. Maybe it’s because while the darkness looms large, I ache to 

hear Mary’s song proclaiming, “the stubborn, unsentimental hope” that God has made 



a home among us. The thirteenth century German mystic Meister Eckhart said, “We are 

all called to be mothers of God – for God is always waiting to be born.”  

God has chosen us to continue Mary’s holy task of birthing and nurturing this defiant 

hope, delighting as she did in the good news of great joy that God has come to liberate 

us, beckoning each one of us to speak out for God’s justice and mercy, to be human 

expressions of God’s healing and reconciling love. We are invited to believe as she did 

that God can do this again. God can again be born in me, in you and in this broken mess 

of a beautiful world. As we ponder anew the miracle that is the incarnation, may the 

God through whom nothing is impossible, embolden each one of us to follow in the 

footsteps of Mary, raising our voices with a fierce and fearsome Yes! Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*This sermon was inspired greatly by Rachel Held Evans’ blog article, Mary, The 

Magnificat and an Unsentimental Advent. 


