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What do we pass on, from generation to generation? Our DNA, our good or poor eyesight, our curly or straight hair? As I pack and prepare for a move, I’ve also been thinking about the things that accumulate. After moving multiple sets of my grandmother’s China, it is time to let them go. No other family members want them. Antique dealers tell me they won’t sell. I’m hoping maybe there is artist out there somewhere who could find a wonderful way to reuse them. 

There are things I can choose not to burden my kids with, but there other things that can’t be avoided. We know depression or anxiety can run through generations. Predispositions to addiction. There is much we wish we didn’t pass on. Generation to generation. 

Tangibles, intangibles. But also beliefs, attitudes, moral values. There are so many things we hope to pass on -to our children, our students, our communities. 

Not long after I shared that I would be relocating to western Michigan, a friend sent me a link to episode of a Netflix series: “Unsolved Mysteries.” While the series focuses heavily on unsolved crimes, this particular episode featured an event that took place on March 8, 1994 in and around the town of Holland, my future home. Approximately 300 witnesses saw unexplainable lights in the sky along Lake Michigan. It’s by far one of the most highly witnessed UFO events in US history. 

(These are the stories that search committees don’t tell you when you go for interviews!) 

I, naturally, had to watch the episode, and my favorite part was the witness interviews. One woman spoke with such joy as she described the mysterious lights in the sky. She was so intrigued that she got her young children out of bed to come outside and see the lights. She spoke of how thankful she was that she had gotten to experience this once in a lifetime (?) encounter. 

She didn’t strike me as a UFO fanatic. She didn’t seem like someone who is out chasing after Big Foot or Moth Man. She seemed like your average working mom. An average person with an openness to mystery and possibility, and the desire to pass that hope on to the next generation. 

Which made me wonder if we still do that? In addition to passing on a predisposition towards flat feet or depression, have we remembered to pass on the curiosity gene? Are we telling the stories of hope and possibility? Do we tell them with awe and wonder in the way this witness shared those mysterious lights with her children? 

Those children must now be in their late 30’s or early 40’s. Do they remember that night? If not, do they remember the story told to them of that night and of their mother’s delight in something that she could not explain? Do they tell the story of someone who encountered the mystery with awe rather than fear, joy rather than apprehension, curiosity rather than dread? 

Take a leap with me here – because I’m making the crazy connection between that witness’ amazement and Mary’s story. For Mary, too, had an encounter for which she was unprepared, and because she had been told the stories of God’s mysteries, God’s miracles, she responded with curiosity and boldness rather than fear and dread. 
The generational story handed down to her was one of God partnering with ordinary people and radically upending their lives for the better. She had been taught the story of Sarah, whose geriatric pregnancy was laughable. She had been told the stories of Tamar and Rahab, so she knew of faithful women who had walked in dangerous and daring places. 

She had been told the stories of Bathsheba and Ruth, who had weathered grief and loss and possibly shame. 

Mary’s wasn’t some kind of naïve believe system. It was rooted in the faith of the generations. And if those stories were not enough, she had her name: Mary or originally, Mariam, in Aramaic, “Miriam.” We must remember her, Moses’ sister. How many times had she asked her parents to tell her the story of the brave woman with whom she shared a name? And they would tell her how a young girl helped her mother create a basket bed. How she kissed her baby brother before as he was tucked in and left among the reeds to be found by Pharoah’s daughter. As Miriam witnessed her brother’s rescue, an idea was born. “Do you need someone to be the baby’s nursemaid?” she asked. Within moments Moses was returned, for a time, to his mother’s arms. He would grow to be the one God would call upon to lead the Hebrew from enslavement to freedom, and on that day, it would be Miriam who would lead the singing and the dancing on the far side of the Reed Sea. 

She knew these stories to be her story, too. She knew the God of Tamar and Rahab was her God, a God who answers. She knew the God of Bathsheba and Ruth was her God, a God who provides a way through suffering. She knew the God of Miriam was her God, a God who frees the oppressed and has compassion on those in despair. 

To these stories, the angel Gabriel invites her to add her story. John Dominic Crossan suggests that we should think of angels as “ultimate meanings radiantly personified.”[endnoteRef:1]  The angel tells her of impossible things that will become possible. The angel invites her into partnership with God in the upending of the world.  [1:  John Dominic Crossan, The Challenge of Christmas. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-challenge-of-christma_b_1129931?ref=fb&src=sp&comm_ref=false

Sources Consulted: Feasting on the Gospels: Luke, vol. 1; Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible, Luke; New Cambridge Bible Commentary: The Gospel of Luke, Left Behind and Loving It.blogspot.com] 

Could it be that the knowledge that she is not alone is what gives her the courage to say yes to Gabriel, yes to God? Did these names and the names of others…Hagar, enslaved and abandoned and heard by God? Esther, who stood up for the sake of her people at risk to her own life…countless women’s stories passed down to her for such a time as this. 
The Gospel writer assures of this truth in the way that he introduces this chapter of the story. Luke knows what Mary does not yet know, that Elizabeth and Zechariah, having lived a life of childlessness, are expecting a child. As Elizabeth’s pregnancy prepares the way for Mary’s, so Elizabeth’s child will prepare the way for the Christ. This connection is so potent, so powerful, that Luke sets this story by telling time in a new way. He writes, “in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town of Galilee called Nazareth…” When has time ever been told in such a way? Eras are described by the power resting on the throne, by the empire that has control of the land, not by the pregnancy of an elderly woman. 
That alone is a clue to us that what comes next will change the way we will tell time.  A woman, visibly pregnant, entering her last trimester, marks this moment. She is past the early dangers, and not yet to the birthing risks. She is in the time of rest and growth for her baby. Her son, John. 
Gabriel extends the invitation to Mary, and, believing she may need more than the stories of those who have gone before, he tells her the good news of Elizabeth’s baby. She will have a living companion to buoy her up when she feels overwhelmed by the questions and doubts, both within and without. With this assurance of a partner, of one who goes before to show her the way, Mary says, “yes.” And we are blessed by that simple word. 
When Mary asked Gabriel, “how can this be?” she was wanting to know – practically – how a pregnancy could be possible for her. But we can imagine the more expansive question in her heart…how can any of this be? God’s realm on earth? 
God’s dream…a child leading them? Nothing is impossible for God. 
The wolf dwelling with the lamb? Nothing is impossible for God. 
Cows and bears and leopards and goats all grazing peacefully? 
Nothing is impossible for God. 
Mary said, “yes,” believing that, though she might not live to see the day when all those dreams would become reality, she could be a participant with God, dismantling what needs to be undone, that peace and justice might flourish. Mary said “yes,” knowing that she was joining her story with those who had gone before, those who would go beside her. 
The angels urgently call to us today to continue to dismantle the systems that oppress and demean, exclude and abuse, harming the very ones Jesus came to save. Let us also boldly say, “yes,” and labor together in the birthing of God’s dream. 
Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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