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Some years ago now, I preached a sermon on this day 
that began, “What if Mary had said, ‘No?’ ” It was a 
good opening line, but since then I’ve learned to be 
more careful in my reading of the New Testament. 
The Greek text of Luke, or a good English translation, 
makes it clear that the decision for Mary to have God’s 
Son was God’s decision, not Mary’s. So the title for 
today’s feast—The Annunciation of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ to the Blessed Virgin Mary—really is an 
announcement to Mary of God’s decision: 
 

And the angel [Gabriel] said to [Mary], “Do not be 
afraid . . . for you have found favor with God. And behold, 
you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you 
shall call his name Jesus.”1  

 
Her final words to the angel are: 
 

“May it happen to me according to your word.”2  

                            
1 Luke 1:30–31. 
2 Luke 1:38. My translation. 
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God’s word came to her, and she accepted it—unlike 
the prophet Jonah, she did not run away.3 
 
In Luke, during Jesus’ public ministry when he is told 
that his mother and his brothers and sisters are outside 
and that they want to see him, he says to those who 
are with him, “My mother and my brothers and sisters 
are those who hear the word of God and do it.”4 Mary 
was his mother. She heard and accepted God’s word 
for her life. 
 
Of course, there is another annunciation narrative, 
that of Matthew. It’s far shorter. It’s now read on the 
Fourth Sunday of Advent in Year A of the three-year 
lectionary cycle—so we will hear it on Sunday, 
December 22, 2019. It’s an annunciation to Joseph, 
not to Mary. They are very different stories.  
 
Matthew tells us: 
 

When his mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, before they 
came together, she was found to be pregnant by the Holy 
Spirit . . . Joseph, who was just, . . . resolved to divorce her 

                            
3 Jonah 1:1–16. 
4 Luke 8:20. My translation. 
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quietly. But  . . . an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream, and said . . . “Do not fear to take Mariam your 
wife to yourself. What is begotten in her is of the Holy 
Spirit.”5 

 
Matthew’s Jesus responds to the news that his family 
wants to see him in these words: 
 

“Who is my mother, and who are my brothers and sisters?” 
And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said, 
“Here are my mother and my brothers and sisters! For 
whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother, 
and sister, and mother.”6 

 
The late Raymond Brown, the leading American 
Roman Catholic New Testament scholar of his 
generation, wrote about these lessons: 

A greater fidelity to Scripture as we have received it would 
recognize that the Holy Spirit was content to give us two 
different accounts and that the way to interpret them is to 
treat them separately.7 

                            
5 Matthew 1:18–20. My translation is based on: Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A 
Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 
2007), 89. 
6 Matthew 12:48–50. 
7 Raymond E. Brown, A Coming Christ in Advent: Essays on the Gospel Narratives for the 
Birth of Jesus (Matthew 1 and Luke 1) (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1988), 9. 
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There’s a lot that could be said about both Luke, and 
Matthew’s annunciation and birth narratives, and on a 
Sunday, or if I were preaching at the Solemn Mass 
tonight, I would have a longer homily. But I’d like to 
leave you with one thought: the Bible and its 
narratives are a primary way God is present to us in 
our world, in our lives. God wants us to hear God’s 
Word, who is Christ—to hear God’s Word and to do 
it. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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