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Notes to accompany Delve podcast.
Feast of the Annunciation

Featuring Fr John Connell, Priest in Charge, Benefice of Rumney

Bible reading Luke 1.26-38 (NRSV)

%1 the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 10 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. * 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. 3*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. 3 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his
kingdom there will be no end.”

3 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since | am a virgin?” > 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. * 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. *’ For nothing will be
impossible with God.”*®Then Mary said, “Here am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to
your word.” Then the angel departed from her.

Where does the passage come from in the bible?
This account of the Annunciation — the visit of the Angel to Mary appears in Luke’s gospel as part of the
birth and infancy narratives.

Who wrote the passage?

Luke’s gospel is part of the two volume work of Luke /Acts — the gospel of Luke — the good news about the
person of Jesus Christ and the book of Acts, what we might call the gospel of the early church —the good
news of the early church, the story of its growth and establishment. The oldest traditions of the church
identify Luke as the beloved Physician, a travelling companion and co-worker in the gospel of St Paul, there
are other accounts which identify Luke as a Syrian from Antioch, but sadly the gospels didn’t come with a
nice biographical detail of the author inside the back cover like modern writings!

When was it written?
Trying to pin and exact date on when the gospel of Luke was written is not an easy task, scholars tend to
be in agreement that St Luke’s gospel was written after St Mark’s — as it contains much of the detail of
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Mark’s gospel, yet it is greatly expanded — Mark is only 16 chapters long and has this incredible sense of
urgency in telling the story of Jesus, it’s very concise! If St Mark’s gospel was written around AD65 then
we’re talking of a date around AD 75-AD 85. It’s very hard to pin any of the gospels down a specific date,
much easier to find a window in which the gospel was probably written!

Who was the author writing for?

That’s interesting because Luke actually tells us who he was writing for, because he directly addresses his
gospel to someone named Theophilus. Now was this person rather like a private patron sponsoring and
commissioning the writing of the gospel, and the account of the early church in Acts? Was he an
important figure in an early Christian community?

Luke describes him as ‘the most excellent Theophilus’ a very respectful reference, a real tipping of the hat!
But what does the name Theophilus mean? Quite simply the Greek means ‘dear to God’ — all God’s
children are beloved to him, so was Luke being really clever was this a literary trick to draw people in?
Don’t forget Luke writes using some very fine and sophisticated Greek at times in his gospel he is a very
skilled writer. Who knows?

Opinion seems to be settled on saying that St Luke’s gospel was written, primarily for a gentile audience —
his style of writing, the kind of greek he uses, and he is very clever us using different styles of writing for
telling different parts of the story to allow different people access into the story in ways that they would
understand — if you like in his very style of writing he is telling something of the universal significance of
the gospel story — it’s for everyone.

Re-run the story up to this point

St Luke, like St Matthew give us an account of the birth and infancy of Jesus — what is interesting about St
Luke’s version of events is that it’s told through the eyes of Mary —in St Matthew it’s through the eyes of
St Joseph. And Luke has a particular concern with the outcast and the poor, so in telling the story through
the eyes of Mary, making her the star, the focus he is saying something new is happening here. The story
of the annunciation falls immediately after the story of another miraculous birth — when her cousin
Elizabeth, who was childless, becomes pregnant at an age when it takes her and her husband Zechariah by
surprise! He was a priest serving in the Temple when an angel appears to him, telling him that Elizabeth is
going to bear a son. So God is looking with favour on Elizabeth and Zechariah, and now the angel Gabriel is
about to appear and tell Mary similar incredible news!

Who are the people in the passage?

Three people are mentioned in the story of the Annunciation — the angle Gabriel, God’s messenger, Mary,
whom the angel is visiting, and note here that Joseph is mentioned, almost in passing — when it tells us
Mary was engaged to a man named Joseph. Well crikey, the whole of chapter 1 of St Matthew’s gospel is
about Joseph and his forebears, and the angel appears to Joseph in a dream — now the tables are turned,
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we see things through Mary’s eyes. Luke had a great concern for the outcast, the poor and those on the
margins of society, and in Luke’s day women were often seen as being on the margins. The Jesus of St
Luke’s turns this upside down and draws all these groups of people to the very centre of the story. Mary’s
story is what counts here.

If we put ourselves in the shoes of people in the passage for a moment, what
were they feeling?

I've often reflected on how Mary must have felt at this encounter with the Angel Gabriel. Here she is, a
teenage girl being told by an Angel she is about to become pregnant through the power of the Holy Spirit
and she’s not even married to Joseph! Now from her hearing the stories of the Old Testament, on which
Mary had been brought up, she would have known the stories of angels appearing, of miraculous births
and so on but an angel appearing in her house? My first thought she must have been frightened to death
—and the angel says to her — ‘Do not be afraid’ But then he goes on to say ‘she has found favour with God’
— God has chosen HER, Mary, not anyone else to be the mother of the Saviour.

| can only begin to imagine her sense of amazement — a kind of ‘Me? Mary from Nazareth, me the
daughter of Anna and Joachim, we are just ordinary people, why me, what make me so special...?’
Incredulity! And by the way Gabriel —I’'m not even pregnant so how can | have a baby? And then comes
the most extraordinary claim of all — the Angel tells Mary the child will be conceived by the Holy Spirit.
And | wonder if the Angel picks up her sense of confusion when Gabriel says — nothing will be impossible
with God.

And Mary’s response to this mind-blowing encounter, in all her fear, anxiety, incredulity is ‘Here am |, the
servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your Word.” Mary’s great YES to God, Mary’s free choice
to be the mother of the Saviour, to be the vessel through which God becomes en-fleshed — and grows from
a cluster of cells in her womb into a new born child, the Saviour of the World.

So what does this mean?

Sadly, far too many Christians have almost written off Mary — the reformation reaction to the cult of Mary
in the medieval Catholic church, has swung so far that many Christians, indeed many Anglicans find it hard
to talk about her and learn from her. If you like they’ve thrown the baby out with the bathwater! But Mary
gives us a model of Christian discipleship of how to point the way to Jesus — Mary is the first person ever to
go on a missionary journey, when she goes to stay with her cousin Elizabeth to tell her the good news of
what God is about to accomplish through her.

Mary’s ‘yes’ to God, in faith and trust allows the birth of the Saviour and Mary is someone who always,
always, always points away from herself to her Son. If you look at any icon of Mary or any statue like this
one here at St Augustine’s — she is presenting Jesus to us. The orthodox call her ‘Theotokos’ —the God-
bearer, the one who brings Jesus to birth, and we are called like Mary to bring Jesus to birth by being his
body in the world today — Mary has much to teach us in that task, we could do well to learn from her
example.
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