Advent 2 2018 

775 ‘A pondering church’
A couple of years ago I did one of those personality tests that you get on the internet. It was entitled ‘What sort of Christian are you?’ As I recall, I reassuringly came out as ‘Anglican’. But I was more intrigued by one of the questions that turned out to be a kind of litmus test for the whole thing. It went like this: Do you see the Virgin Mary as

a) a faithful disciple


b) the mother of God


c) the Queen of Heaven?

I was pretty happy with two out of those three, but in the end I had to choose one, and so I chose a) – faithful disciple. And that is the way I want to consider Mary this morning, as a faithful follower of Christ, and as a model for our own discipleship.
It’s appropriate that this church dedicated to Mary, and with a history of nearly eight centuries of celebrating her, should continually look to her for inspiration and guidance in its journey of faith. Toby has invited me to focus on Mary’s ‘pondering’ – of which we have just heard. Pondering is what we do in order to gain insight; something that St Paul urged the leaders and congregation of the church at Philippi to pursue in our first reading. In 1 Corinthians Paul tells us that without love everything else is worthless; but here he makes it clear that love is not enough. We also need wisdom born of insight; and to achieve insight we need to ponder. 
Throughout history it has been women who ponder, not because they are necessarily better at it, but because until very recently, they have not been granted a voice in the public square, and in many parts of the world they still don’t have one; so, they have had to talk to themselves, reflecting, discussing, debating, inside their own heads. This is the literal meaning of the Greek words that the NRSV translates ‘ponder’. The more opportunity you have to speak and debate, the less you tend to ponder. 
When I first came to this church as curate back in 2006 David Childs gave me some wise advice that I have never forgotten. He said this: ‘You will hear many loud voices in this church, many strong assertions, many eloquent arguments. Try instead to listen out for the quiet voices, the ones that are often ignored. That is where you are most likely to find out what the Spirit is saying to the church.’ And that would be my first question this morning, ‘What is the Spirit saying to this church?

But we wouldn’t have the opportunity to listen to Mary’s quiet voice had it not been for the evangelists, John and Luke. And it is only Luke who gives us any indication of what she might have been thinking or feeling. Luke took a careful historical approach to the writing of his Gospel. It begins like this

Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.

We see here that Luke is concerned with truth-telling, and he approaches this by drawing on eye-witness testimony from those who were there from ‘the beginning’, ‘the very first’. Therefore he must draw on the testimony of Mary. From her he learns of events in the infancy and childhood of Jesus, but remarkably, he also documents the way that she made sense of these.
Luke tells us this about Mary. First, she listens, she is tuned into signals of transcendence in the universe and as such she is receptive to the presence and words of Gabriel. We are not told that she actually saw Gabriel, but she heard him. Second, she listens actively; she ponders on Gabriel’s works, and to help her pondering she questions and seeks clarification. When she has achieved sufficient clarification she consents to the action of God in her life and actively cooperates with it, even though the way before her as an unmarried mother seems almost certain to end in her exposure, shaming, and death by stoning. 
Third, Mary acts. The familiar Christmas card inmages of her sitting passively with book or spindle in hand are misleading. Immediately the angel leaves her she gets up and hurries into the mountains, seeking the counsel and protection of an older female relative. Here, in this safe female-only space she dares to give voice to the action of God in and through her in the words that we have come to know as the Magnificat. Later she journeys to Bethlehem in an advanced state of pregnancy, and extemporises in a less than ideal labour room, wrapping her baby in linen bands and using an animal feeding-trough as a cradle. She moves from place to place, finally settling back in her home town of Nazareth and there she takes robust and authoritative approach to the care of her son; we know this because of her challenging words to him in the temple – surely some of the most authentic in the New Testament: ‘"Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety." 
She travels with Jesus on some of his journeys and at the end is present at his death. After he is raised she is to be found with the Eleven apostles in Jerusalem, constantly devoting herself to prayer. 

And all the time she is pondering – pondering on Gabriel’s words, pondering on the shepherd’s story, pondering on the words of Simeon, no doubt pondering on the Magi’s gifts, pondering on the eccentricities of her son through childhood, adolescence, and into his adult ministry when he insists that she is no more blessed through being his mother than is anyone who simply hears and obeys his words. Pondering, hurting, never giving up; tuning into the extraordinary amidst the ordinariness of her life. Not spinning wool but weaving meaning
Meaning – making sense of the stuff of our lives, of our community, of the world, is something that all human beings desperately need. We don’t necessarily need to know the whole meaning in detail, but we do need to feel assured that meaning is to be had. Only then do we have any prospect of being at peace with ourselves. 
I would like to suggest that we should follow Mary, and Luke after her, by being a community that makes meaning for people, or more exactly, in a wool town and as a wool church, to weave God’s story into the stories of the people of this parish whom we serve. We need to begin by listening more carefully; to do this through pondering on God’s story more systematically by deeper engagement with the Bible, and then to ponder sensitively on the stories of the people of Witney, a community that, like so many in this country, is rapidly changing. Only after we have done some pondering will we be able to do some weaving.
Last week I was at a meeting with the writer Paula Gooder. She remarked that most discipleship initiatives in the church fail - and that was humble of her because she has written several of them – they fail, she said, because they answer questions that ordinary people are not asking. They make good sense, but it is sense that cannot be woven into people’s lives; it is just too far removed from where they are. 

The whole point about Jesus was that he could communicate meaning to ordinary people by using the ordinary stuff of their lives. That’s one reason that they flocked to hear him.
But meaning is not enough: we are not here simply to provide people with a way of feeling better about themselves and the world. Jesus makes meaning but he talks about truth. In John’s Gospel he says this, ‘"If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free." 
We are not in the business of making any old meaning, the meaning we make must be true. That’s why Luke talked was interested in Mary’s story in the first place – he wanted to get at the truth. Mary was a flesh and blood human being not some sort of mythic fairy queen; and her pondering, was the prelude to truth-telling. 
As Christians our story is also history. It refers to real events in Israel-Palestine that took place during the rules of Augustus and Tiberius Caesars and that changed the world forever. It is possible to be right or wrong about what happened in the sense that it is possible to have real or fake news, and it is possible to be right or wrong about what it means in the way that it is possible to have true or false solutions to a maths problem. 
Mary’s pondering is always described as focused on something that is usually translated ‘word’, but might be better translated ‘the matter’. The story and its meaning matter: they matter enough to live by, to fight for, and even to die for. So, I would suggest that in the final analysis the measure of our pondering as a church is the passion it evokes in us, driving us like Mary, to bear witness with all our being to the Word made flesh. 

