God Does the Unexpected

It has been said, many and time and oft, that God works in a mysterious way, and many of us, I’m sure, have experienced the hand of God at work in our lives and the lives of others, but usually after the fact and in retrospect. It’s the “Ah ah” moment when all becomes clear. But it is also true that God works in unexpected ways, sometimes ways that are not anticipated. We refer, for example, to the prophetic and predictive words of the Prophet Micah, who sees great things in the future for Bethlehem, known then as Ephrathah. This would come as a great surprise to Bethlehem, for, when these words were first uttered (in the mid 8th Century B.C.) it was at best a small collection of huts, not even a village or the “little town” that we sing of in the Carol, and the inhabitants were, for the most part, descendants of Jesse, father of King David. These words also predate by seven Centuries the general understanding that the ruler to come would be a descendent of the house of David. That was formulated in the mid 60’s B.C. when this prediction would be recalled because of another threat and disturbance to the national security. You see, in the time of Micah, Judah was in increasing danger, the Assyrians were advancing from the East, Syria and Israel had already been conquered and occupied and the hostile forces were knocking at Judah’s door. The people needed inspiration, and a leader. And Micah, called to Prophesy, gave them words of encouragement which fortified them for the next 150 years, but eventually they did fall and Judah was occupied and the majority of the people exiled. In Roman times, looking for a Messiah, these words of Micah were recalled with that wistful longing by the people, and Bethlehem was looked to for salvation. The fact that, when the prediction was made, Bethlehem was barely a smudge on the map speaks to, as we said before, the unexpected ways in which God works. “Bethlehem, right! That little pimple on the plane!” We can hear the derision that must have erupted, “Why not Jerusalem? Why not Gibeon? Why not Jericho?” All more notable and suitable places than little, tiny Bethlehem. But Bethlehem was God’s choice, and Bethlehem was, eventually, to fulfill its destiny. But again, not in an expected way, God tends not to come to vast places of some particular political persuasion, God comes to the ordinary place and to the ordinary person (you and me).

What a change in the relationship that has meant, as the author of the Letter to the Hebrews points out. When Christ came into the world it was to impact us directly. Formerly the relationship between God and humanity was in the form of acts of appeasement, supplication (in essence, begging) and thanksgiving all in the form of sacrifice – the poor offered small sacrifices, the rich large ones, all out of the relative abundance of their possessions and holdings. These Sacrifices could be “graded”, as it were, on the urgency of the need or the degree of guilt one felt – large need, large sacrifice, small need, small sacrifice, large guilt – humungous sacrifice! I suppose that it could be likened to the Old Testament Time’s form of indulgences! Buying one’s way out of trouble and difficulty and into God’s good graces. At best, the relationship boils down to a very superficial one where one can “go through the motions” without really changing the heart. As Claudius said in Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “My words fly up, my thoughts remain below./ Words without thought never to heaven go.” The will and the intent and the resolve to change would have had to have been there for the effectiveness of the Sacrifice, for it to have made a difference. Again God has done the unexpected. God has directly impacted and encountered humanity, and has said to humanity, “Your guilt, your sorrow, your need, I have taken upon myself. I will pay for them, and there will be a new relationship between us, not of payment but of love, not of obligation but of mutual respect.” The only “sacrifice” that we have to make is that of acceptance of him into our lives and unconditional love, which flows both ways.

The fact that God did not choose a mighty noble woman to be the bearer of God the Son, the Prince of Peace, also speaks to the way that God acts unexpectedly, which is compounded, if you will, by the somewhat unexpected (for her) willingness of Mary to be the Gateway through which God impacted humanity. Her visit to Elizabeth confirms the singularity of the situation and the special relationship that both of these women have with God. Mary goes a long way out of her own community to find acceptance and understanding, she goes to her cousin, but more of that later. We have an ironic twist to the story that the author is expounding at this point. As Mary approached Elizabeth, John in Elizabeth’s womb recognized the presence of Jesus in Mary’s womb, and, we are told, “leaped in her womb” presumably in joy at the presence. What must have Elizabeth thought? Because, you see, Elizabeth did not know that she and her child were special and that God was instrumental in her pregnancy. Remember the situation, Elizabeth had been apparently barren, and the messenger of God (Gabriel) visited not her but Zechariah, her husband, telling him that Elizabeth will give birth to the Herald of the Anointed One, Jesus. But since Zechariah was skeptical of what had been told to him, Gabriel caused him to be stricken mute until the birth had been fulfilled. He didn’t even have a chance to tell Elizabeth, so she had, until this moment, no knowledge that the child she carried was special and important and would do wonderful things. Hence the irony! God does do the unexpected! It could almost be a Farce if it were not so significant.

The result of the whole series of events is that Elizabeth does recognize the Special position of Mary and validates it despite its unexpectedness, and Mary herself is moved to voice that wonderful poem, The Magnificat, in acknowledgement of her own unique place in history and the world (I asked that the whole of the Canticle be included in the reading today so that we could, once again, be anointed with those words, once so familiar to those of the Anglican tradition, who regularly attended Evening prayer). In reflection then, in what ways has God unexpectedly had an impact in our own lives? And have we resisted? Or have we behaved like Mary and also, unexpectedly, conceded to God’s plans for us? I have to admit to the latter circumstance myself, hence the work that I am engaged in now that has been so fulfilling and a blessing to myself as well as those I minister to.

To return to one small, but significant point, which I alluded to earlier, which has to do with community, and that Mary goes far to be in a community that understands her situation and that accepts her (not something that she could possibly experience closer to home). Our need and search for community is a very complex thing. It need not always be found among those nearest to us. For a deeper understanding I am in indebted to one of my favorite authors, Henri Nouwen, who penned in his book The Road To Daybreak: “I am deeply moved by the simple and mysterious encounter [of the Visitation]…Two women meet each other and affirm in each other the promise given to them. The humanly impossible has happened to them. God has come to them to begin the salvation promised through the ages. Through these two women God has decided to change the course of history. Who could ever understand? Who could ever believe it? Who could ever let it happen…For three months Mary and Elizabeth live together and encourage each other to truly accept the motherhood given to them. Mary’s presence makes Elizabeth more fully aware of becoming the mother of “the prophet of the Most High (Luke 1:76), and Elizabeth’s presence allows Mary to grow in the knowledge of becoming the Mother of the “Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32). The Story of the visitation teaches me the meaning of friendship and community. How can I ever let God’s grace fully work in my life unless I live in a community of people who can affirm it, deepen it, and strengthen it?”

When it comes to God, expect the unexpected!


In closing, I feel that it is appropriate to pray this familiar prayer:


“Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”
