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 “Favour.”  Esteem, goodwill, kindness, or an act thereof.  Like, “Hey, can you do 

me a favour?”  And while we use it mostly for everyday things, like, “can you grab my 

glasses and make me a tea while you’re up”—the definition suggests it is something 

more.  That favour is an act of kindness above and beyond what is usual or normal; 

that a favour is a big thing; a life-changing, life-giving thing.  Like loaning your brother 

the down-payment for a house; or donating your kidney, or, for that matter, wearing a 

face-mask.   Showing favour, to show preference; to look upon someone with honour; 

to confer blessing; even to chase after—to pursue with unrelenting grace and love.  

This, the closest definition of “favour” as it appears numerous times in the biblical story. 

 But not without controversy.  First in Gen.4; when God finds favour with Abel’s 

offering, but not Cain’s.  We know where that leads.  A brother murdered; the other 

exiled. Hmm…  And Noah too finds favour with God.  Good news for him and his family 

and the animals, at least.  They end up on the ark.  Not before enduring months of 

ridicule while he built a Titanic in the middle of dry land.  Not without agony, as the ark 

door closes, as rain starts to fall, as cries from the drowning rise all around, then grow 

deathly silent and all you hear is the incessant raging of the storm.  Noah found favour 

with God.  Thanks, but no thanks, God.  Don’t do me any favours.  God’s favour can be 

like that.  No promise of popularity, privilege, personal gain.1  God’s favour comes with 

things we don’t expect.  That your life will be upended, overturned.  So no wonder...no 
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wonder Gabriel says, “Mary, do not; do not be afraid, you have found favour with God.”  

Oh, oh!  Let’s pray. 

 According to our standards, she was yet a child, perhaps 14, and things were 

going pretty much as expected for a girl of her age.  She would be married to a man 

likely twice her age.  She had no personal agency, there was no choice for her in that.  

The marriage had been arranged.  We don’t know how she felt about it.  He seemed a 

good man.  A kind man.  A carpenter.  The expectation was that she would bear him 

children.  Sons hopefully.  For now she was still at home.  But soon the marriage would 

take place and she would be Joseph’s wife.  It was life as expected in this small town.   

 Early morning, more dark than light, early rays of sun only beginning to creep.  

She punches down the dough and portions the loaves to rise.  Sparks rise into the dark 

as she stirs the coals of the fire beneath the stone oven.  But suddenly a voice, 

“Greetings, favoured one!  The Lord is with you.  She was startled—you know how it is 

when someone comes unexpectedly upon you.  Did she know he was an angel sent 

from God?  Did he look different, I mean?  Because it seems it was not his appearance 

that had her confused, perplexed, troubled, visibly trembling inside and out.  It wasn’t 

the angel who necessarily scared her, but his very strange greeting.  “Favoured one?”  

She was a mere peasant girl.  Why would the Lord be with her?  It was an honour that 

belonged to sages and kings and priests, not a young girl baking bread.  It is the first 

impossibility she hears in the angel’s words.  She knows her place.  She knows who 
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she is—a teenager from the wrong side of the tracks2—and the impossibility is this—

the status quo of a world that defined favour according to rank and file, to wealth and 

power.  Still, to a girl named Mary, an angel comes.  Did she wonder what would it be 

like to experience, to know that God favours you?  That God has regarded you, seen 

you, that she was being pursued by the very grace of God?  “Greetings, favoured one.  

The Lord is with you!”  Even before Mary would respond or understand.  Not God is 

with you if…  The angel declares the truth of this very present moment.  “Mary, God is 

with you, period.”  In the angel’s words the tone is set for all that would follow.  The 

present-ness of God with Mary.  The present-ness of God with us.3  The present-ness 

of God in a child to be born.  Who would expect that? 

But Mary doesn’t know that yet.  Doesn’t know her life is about to be upended 

with the words the angel speaks next.  But he knows.  So he assures her, comforts 

her, “Do not be afraid, Mary.  You have found favour with God.”  Oh, oh!  The dreaded 

words!  And then he defines favour; speaks what favour means; what God’s all-

pursuing grace looks like— “you will bear a Son, and you will name him Jesus. He will 

be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High.  The Lord God will give to him 

the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, of his 

kingdom there will be no end."  Oh, OK.  That’s all.  Here I thought it was going to be 

something big.    
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Bread rising, embers glowing—suddenly a keen, acute awareness of the norms 

of everyday life going on all around her.  Everyday life already disrupted with the 

words, “you have found favour with God.”  Not favour and blessing only to Mary, as it 

turns out, but God’s favour for the whole of the world in the coming of a promised child, 

in God’s reign of justice and peace and life for all.  God’s favour that declares comfort 

and hope to those without hope.  In miracles for and to those who aren’t even looking 

for miracles.4  In a holy interruption that would forever shift the course and tide of life. 

And oddly, at least for now—even though unexpected for sure, none of this 

seems unrealistic, or even impossible; except for one thing.  The second impossibility 

Mary encounters—the how.  “How.  Virgins by the very nature of the definition can’t be 

pregnant, can’t expect or bear a child?”  It is a question of wonder and impossibility—of 

a woman who wrestles once more with the status quo and the way things are in the 

functionality, the rationality, in the present-ness of our lives.  “How can this be?”  How 

can anything be in a world of impossibility?  In a place and time that dictates what our 

lives will and won’t be; what our lives can and can’t be?  In a world that says you will 

bear sons, you must bear sons—sons of and for Joseph, but not in this way.  That you 

will bear sons, but not a Son for the world, not the Son of God.  How can this be? 

It is a valid question.  A bold question.  A question of faith Mary—who we picture 

and describe as gentle and mild, as woman, as a child, with no personal agency of her 

own—it is a bold question Mary asks.  She doesn’t simply shrug and say, “OK. Sure!”  
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Mary wrestles with what God asks of her—with the prophetic task God calls her to.  To 

bear a Son.  To raise and rear the Son of God.5  To raise and rear and carry and give 

birth to the hope and life and promise and possibility of God for the world.  Mary 

grapples with the immensity and impossibility of God’s favour and grace now come to 

her, now come for all people.  And the angel—this messenger—reveals the wide-open 

God-created space of grace and invitation that does not mandate or dictate her 

response; does not make God’s favour conditional; a space where courageous action 

is birthed and nurtured.  A space wide-open in possibility for Mary to do the unusual, 

the unexpected, the bold, for the sake of God’s favour for the world.  The space in 

which the “how” is set aside for the sake of the “who”—a childe and the unfathomable, 

unimaginable mystery of God.  “Here I am,” Mary says, “the servant of the Lord, let it 

be to me according to your word.”  And the angel departs. 

The warm scent of baked bread fills the air.  Mary stirs the coals, while the 

mystery and wonder of God stirs within her.  And we immediately send her off 

rejoicing.  To proclaim to generations to come the bigger picture of what God is doing, 

even while the favour of God would upend her life in ways she could not know.  That 

she would be shunned by her neighbours; perhaps disowned by her parents.  That 

Joseph could have her stoned, but thought to send her away quietly instead.  That one 

day the heavens would ring with angels’ song of Mary’s Son born in a manger, who is 

God’s Son for the world.  A song of glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth 
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and for us all, peace among those whom God favors!  And that one day she would 

hear the glory and favour of God’s Son who would not only cry from a cradle but from a 

cross.  In the midst of the heartache, Mary could never have expected or understood 

the complexity, the mystery, the unknowing nor the fullness of God’s favour come to 

her and to all in what seemed as only darkness and sorrow; when in the impossibility of 

the moment the question would haunt her, when her heart would cry out, “How; how 

can this be?” 

It is our question too.  When all of life is interrupted, amid the sorrow, loss and 

challenge of COVID; the struggle of how things are; who will get vaccines and who 

won’t.  In the impossibility of a status quo world that yet defines favour according to 

rank and file, to wealth and power.  And especially as Christmas nears, when we can’t 

gather with family, yet feel pushed towards the expectation of immediate joy; that we 

should rush off rejoicing, today reminds us—before Mary sings; before the skies ring 

out in angel chorus; the message first comes, “Do not be afraid.  You have found 

favour with God.  How we need to be greeted with these words!  That we need not be 

afraid; that God is regarding us; is opening wide the space of possibility that invites us 

to ask bold questions of doubt and of wonder. To wrestle and grapple with the 

immensity and impossibility of God’s favour in the Child we are invited and asked to 

bear; the Child who stirs deep within us and for the world.  And “no matter what our 

lives look like in this moment, something stronger, deeper, and more beautiful is 
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moving around us.”6 Among us is the hope and promise that something big—above, 

beyond what is usual or normal; something life-giving; life-changing is yet being birthed 

among us.  God is already raising us to honour, conferring blessing; upending our 

lives, upending our day-to-day; pursing us with unrelenting grace, chasing after us with 

unfathomable love that sets the tone for all that will follow.  The present-ness of God 

among us in a Child of the manger.  The present-ness of God with us in the Son of the 

Cross.  The present-ness of God with us now.  That God is with us period.  With us for 

life!  Do not be afraid.  For we have found favour with God! 
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