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The readings this week:
◦ 2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16 ◦ Luke 1:47-55
◦ Romans 16:25-27 ◦ Luke 1:26-38
Click here to read this week’s Scriptures

Faith: Mary Before Christmas
It's really crazy, isn't it? Here we are listening to the
same story, again. Who doesn't know how it is going
to come out? The plot doesn't change from year to
year. Every shepherd is in place; the star is shining
on cue. No matter how predictable, we do keep
listening. We lean forward with anticipation, for
somehow, despite the too familiar details, we believe
that this story is about us. What if God does invade a
world of "business as usual," do what you have to do
to survive? What if the angel's message to Mary (the
Lord is with you) is God's message to us?
If we want to find ourselves in this ancient but life
giving tale, we need to look at the one who received
this word of assurance: Mary. For in her we see the
one Karl Barth called, "the figure that is raised above
all the figures of Advent." In John, we may see our
need to prepare the way of the Lord, but in Mary we
see the even greater need to prepare Him room. In
her, we see the response of faith.
There is a problem of long-standing that faces us as
we seek to focus on Mary, who is called blessed. For
Mary has been either highly venerated or, reacting
against that veneration, she has been ignored. In
either case, a beautifully human witness to the
coming of God in Christ has been missed. For if you
want to render someone ineffective and powerless,
place her (or him) on a pedestal. Long before I had
heard anything of such truth, I observed some
strange things through the eyes of childhood and the
window of a '48 Plymouth.
Every time we journeyed to see my grandparents, we
passed an A & P store in a town that was largely
Catholic. In the very top of that wood frame store,
there was a stone niche with a statue of Mary carved
out of it. She seemed so silent, pure and flawless.
Every Sunday on the way home from church, I
would see a string of small signs shaped like the then
familiar Burma Shave signs. Instead of the punch
line on the last sign it said something like, "Mary,

pray for us now and in the hour of our death." When
I asked about such things, I was told simply,
"Catholic superstition."
But for all our Protestant rejection of such notions,
we are indebted to the Roman Catholic Church for
keeping alive the singular place of Mary in the
"gospel," the good story. For she has much to say to
us now as we are poised between belief and unbelief.
Mary gives us a picture of faith that is a response to
God's grace. As P. T. Forsyth reminds us, "Faith is
not something we possess, but something that
possesses us." Faith is an obedient response to God
showing Himself in our lives. In Jesus Christ, we
have experienced God as loving and giving; that is
grace. Grace is God's love and care in action. This
love is not superficial and sentimental. Mary learns
that this is tough love that shows itself in a cry of
pure pain in a birth and later the jagged pain of a
piercing loss. "You shall call his name Jesus."
It is a virgin birth, just as faith is always a virgin
birth. Trusting in God to deliver you from ultimate
despair, discouragement and defeat does not come
from the faith of your parents, or from a friend. They
may prepare the way for faith but they cannot create
faith in us. Faith comes only as we discover for
ourselves that we have been favored, chosen, and
blessed. We begin haltingly, trusting in One who
loved, created, accepted us before the foundation of
the world. That is an aspect of the doctrine of the
virgin birth that I have missed before.
Gary D. Stratman

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: 2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
According to Deuteronomy 10:8, what did the ark
contain? How does 1 Kings 8:9 describe the content?
What characteristics of the ark can you deduce from 2
Samuel 6:3-11? Where was the ark kept at this point in
Israel’s history, according to 6:17? Compare verse 7:6a
with 1 Samuel 1:3, 4:4. What inconsistency can you
detect? In the NRSV, the word “house” appears five
times in this reading, but with different meanings. What is
the meaning in each of these verses: 2, 5, 6, 7, 11, and 16?
How is God’s relationship to David described? What
promise is made to David? Why do you think this lesson
has significance for Christians at this particular season?
Light on the Lessons

____Psalm Reading: Luke 1:47-55
Why was Mary so happy about this unexpected
pregnancy? What about her difficult situation gave her
joy? Has our own response to God’s indwelling among
us done anything to strengthen our will to do his work of
lifting up the lowly and filling the hungry? Salem United
Church of Christ

This Fleeting Season….
Advent is the time to prepare...each day, ponder a
new question…and use the Advent Season to count
your blessings one by one, many by many.
Sunday, December 14 Where, when, what was your
favorite family gathering?
Monday, December 15 What is your new favorite
book, movie, song….of the year?
Tuesday, December 16 What is your favorite outfit/
clothing this year?
Wednesday, December 17 What was your favorite
trip or moment outside this year?
Thursday, December 18 What was your favorite
restaurant, meal and/or recipe this year?
Friday, December 19 When did you feel the worst
this year? What was your scariest moment of the
year?
Saturday, December 20 How did you overcome your
biggest obstacle this year? What was your best
solution?

“My soul magnifies the Lord,
who has looked with favor on me in my
lowliness.
The Mighty One has scattered the proud
in the thoughts of their hearts.
God has brought down
the powerful from their
thrones,
and lifted up the lowly;
God has filled the hungry with good things,
and sent the rich away empty.”
— from Luke 1. 46-55
These last few days
before Christmas and
all its festivities can be
busy and stressful.
How are you keeping
centered and focused
on the coming of
Jesus?

____3rd Reading: Romans 16:25-27

Considering all the abilities God has, why does Paul focus
on His ability “to strengthen?” In what 2 ways does God
accomplish this strengthening? How does the world
attain strength, and how does God’s strengthening differ?
Explain how you are strengthened “according to the
gospel” and “according to the preaching of Jesus Christ.”
Of all the attributes of God that Paul could praise, why
does he choose “only wise” in v. 27? How is this glory
given to God “through Jesus Christ?” What do the
phrases “kept secret for long ages” & “be glory forever”
tell you about God’s character & God’s work? How do
you reflect and proclaim the glory of God that He is
worthy to receive? Bible Church of Cabot
____4th Reading: Luke 1:26-38
When is it hardest for us to say yes to God? What makes
Mary able to say it? How can we follow her example?
What emotions do you think Mary experienced when she
heard the importance of her son? What is one way we
can show God's love this Christmas? If you took Mary’s
statement in Luke 1:38 as your own, what would it mean
to you? In what ways does it (or does it not) express your
relationship to God? Mustard Seeds, Light on the Lessons

