Pre:
Last week we jumped headfirst into Advent with the shepherds, an angel, and the baby in a manger. 

For the second week of Advent we are going backward in time from that event, but sticking close to the heart of the story. We will visit Mary, who is one of the best known Christmas characters. She, too, will find a surprise in her Christmas stocking. She is a young girl, with her whole life ahead of her. Her life is all planned out, not by her, really, but by society’s expectations of her. An arranged marriage to Joseph is less than a year away. And with that marriage will come all kinds of adult responsibilities. Children, home, family.  Just like it was for her parents and their parents before them. 
It’s all planned out. Until God interrupts those plans and sets her on a new course.

Interrupted Childhood

Luke 1:26-38


Do you like interruptions? Do interruptions keep you from accomplishing things?

In a recent study of Microsoft workers, it was found that it took 15 minutes for workers to get back on track with their work, after responding to interruptions such as incoming email or instant messages. It seemed that even when they had dispensed with the specific interruption, they then strayed off into cyberspace to explore other things. The study somewhat cast doubt on whether or not people can really multitask. It’s been estimated that US companies lose about $588 billion a year because of workers’ losing attention on account of interruptions. Concern has been raised so high in some corners of the business world, that a new science has evolved; it’s called attention management. 


So, interruptions can derail your work. Perhaps even derail your whole day. 


On the other hand, sometimes an interruption is a good thing. Listen to this story. It was Saturday night of Thanksgiving weekend, in 1942. The Cocoanut Grove Restaurant was packed. Waiters were setting up extra tables to handle the crowd. The overflow from the dining room surged down a narrow stairway to the Melody Lounge. This dimly lit bar offered a South Seas ambiance, with artificial palm trees, driftwood, rattan and a ceiling draped in blue satin. The only illumination came from behind the bar, supplemented by low-wattage bulbs hidden in the palms. Dr. Vincent Senna was having a dinner date that night at the Cocoanut Grove and was paged because one of his patients had gone into labor. Grumbling, Senna rushed to the hospital in time to deliver the baby. .  . and coincidentally, to save his own life. After he left the restaurant, the Cocoanut Grove burst into flames (the cause of the fire was never discovered).  Almost 500 people lost their lives in the smoke and flames. So, the interruption that ruined his evening, saved his life! (internet, Readers Digest)

So, there are interruptions, and there are interruptions! 

The main character in our Bible story is a young girl whose life was interrupted by a call from God. She was probably somewhere between 12 and 15. Not what you and I today would consider of marrying age, but in that place and time, it was quite the thing to do. So Mary was planning her marriage to Joseph. In fact her whole life was pretty much planned out for her. First by her parents who had matched her up with Joseph, and then by Joseph who was a carpenter by trade, and who would come soon to take his betrothed home with him to start a family.  And that would be her quiet unassuming life: the wife of a small-town carpenter, raising children and taking care of her home. 


But the neatly laid out plans were quite suddenly interrupted by the angel Gabriel, who just showed up unannounced, like angels do. And he had a message from God. Mary was to be the mother of God’s son, the messiah. Her son was to be born without the involvement of a human father, which of course was quite baffling to Mary. As a kind of proof, Gabriel offered her information that her elderly relative Elizabeth, who had never been able to have children, was six months pregnant.  Nothing is impossible for God. So, Mary accepted Gabriel’s word that the child would be born through the work of the Holy Spirit. It was a tender and also terrifying moment in Mary’s life. And it would change the direction of her life forever.

Sure, after a few bumps in the road, Mary and Joseph still got married. And after Jesus was born, other children came along. Eventually they settled down in Nazareth to run the carpenter shop and to raise the family. I suppose in a way you could say that Mary was multitasking, still living her normal life, while being the mom to the Messiah. But it was the interruption in her life—this birthing and raising of the Messiah—that became her life’s work. You see that in the occasional glimpses that the Gospels give of Mary throughout Jesus’ life. Not just as a child, but also during his ministry, Mary was there.  All the way to the cross. 

What I want you to consider today is that God’s call is always an interruption that recalibrates the direction of a person’s life.  Think about Abraham and Sarah, just settling down to their retirement. And God says, move from this place to the place I will show you. And by the way, a new baby is in your future. Think about Moses, minding his own sheep business, and he comes across a burning bush, through which God calls him to a new path, a new task. Or young David, the youngest brother in a large family, also minding sheep, and God says, you’re going to be the next king. Or Simon Peter and Andrew, fishing, when Jesus comes to them and says drop what you’re doing and follow me. 

God’s call is always an interruption.  And as the Microsoft people discovered in their study, interruptions are expensive. 


For Mary and Joseph, there were the usual expenses associated with raising a child. There was even a cost related to their reputation, since the child was conceived before they were married. The rumor mill in Nazareth was buzzing. And there was a cost related to time, how they spent their time. Everything else became secondary, including the carpenter shop.  You may remember, for instance, that after Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Joseph was warned in a dream to take the family to Egypt, because of the danger posed by Herod’s anger.  And that one side trip was an interruption that cost them months or even years. 


Gabriel said that Mary was favored by God. And it would be easy to think that this should mean her life would be easier than it was. But the people of God in all times have discovered that God’s favor does not mean an easy life. In fact, the call of God generally comes with great difficulties.  There’s a scene in the movie Fiddler on the Roof that has stuck in my mind for many years. It’s Tevya shaking his fist at God, and talking about being one of the “chosen” people. Yet life has been so hard for the chosen people. And Tevya says to God, “Why don’t you choose some one else sometimes?”  

So, it’s Advent, a time when we celebrate Jesus’ coming into the world. And a time when we look for him to return to the world to set things right once and for all. 


It begins with us, this setting things right.  Are you ready for God to interrupt your life and set you on a new course? 

This is Advent. The season of preparation.  But, what are you preparing for? What you are preparing for now may not be what God has in mind for you in the long run. So maybe what you need to prepare for is God’s interruption. 

How do you prepare for an interruption? That seems like a contradiction in terms, doesn’t it? But keep in mind that it’s God’s interruption, not just a cell phone call or incoming email. You don’t know when it’s coming, but God does.  


So, learn to listen. God may be trying to get your attention already, but with all that noise in your head, can you hear what God is saying? Take a deep breath. Find a way to get quiet, at least once in a while. Listen. You may be amazed at what you will hear. Learn to listen.

Learn to discern. There are many voices out there demanding your attention. It’s easy to just sort of go on autopilot. But what is it that really matters right now? What is it that will draw you close to God and to God’s plan for you?  Learn to discern. 

Learn to travel light. The heavier your life is in terms of possessions and commitments, the harder it is to respond when God calls.

Mary was surprised when Gabriel came to call. She was perplexed by what he had to say. But she was ready for God to interrupt her life, and lead her in a new direction. Are you? 
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