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December 20, 2020
TEXT: Luke 1:37 “For nothing will be impossible with God.” 
PURPOSE: to invite us to live as if God’s glorious impossibilities are realities, especially if
there’s no evidence that they are real. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Do your homes have a collection of Christmas books?  Ours does.  They are
stored in the box with our Christmas decorations.  When we’re getting out the
angels and the snow people, the Christmas books also come out and find a
temporary home on our coffee table.  Ours include Mercer Meyer’s “Merry
Christmas Mom and Dad,” “Why Christmas Trees Aren’t Perfect,”“The Night
Before Christmas,” of course, and “How Little Porcupine Played Christmas,”
which, every Christmas, is required reading, by Lindy, to our children, no matter
how old they are, and now to our grandson.

Along with the secular Christmas books, there are a few which tell the story
of the birth of  Jesus.  One of them, written by Madeline L’Engle, actually
recounts the whole story of Jesus, from the angel Gabriel’s visit to Mary all the
way to the miracle of Pentecost.  It’s a gorgeous book illustrated with frescoes
painted by an Italian artist named Giotto in Padua, Italy, in 1304. The title of that
book is “The Glorious Impossible.”  “The birth of Jesus was a Glorious
Impossible,” says the note on the jacket cover.  “Like love, it cannot be explained,
it can only be rejoiced in.”  Not just Jesus’ birth, but the whole of his life, is a
Glorious Impossible. 

Who remembers Francis Church’s letter to Virginia O’Hanlon, asserting that
yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus?  In that letter, Church wrote that,  “The most
real things in the world are things that neither children nor adults can see.   Only
faith, fancy, and love can push aside the curtain and view the supernal beauty and
glory beyond.  Is it all real?  Ah, Virginia, in all the world there is nothing more
real.”1   What Church wrote about Santa applies as well to Jesus.  Jesus is truly the
most real thing.  And the story of what God accomplished through Jesus is even
more gloriously impossible than the idea that Santa can deliver presents to
children all around the world in a single night.  

We are coming to the end of an unthinkable year.  Who could have
imagined, before this year began, all that took place in it?  There were historic
wildfires, first in Australia, and then in the American West. There was a plague of

1Francis P. Church, The Sun, New York City, September 21, 1897.
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locusts in East Africa.  There were more hurricanes in one season than ever before. 
There were high-profile killings of Black people by police, and protests all around
the world calling for real racial justice.  We have endured a presidential election
with more twists and turns than what you’d find in a mystery novel.  The defining
event has been the global coronavirus pandemic, which has completely changed
our lives.  And finally, (at least we can hope the year delivers no more surprises)
an epic Nor’easter dumped record amounts of snow all over the northeastern
United States.  If someone in late 2019 would have predicted that all this would
take place in the coming year, that prediction would have been called a ridiculous
impossibility, a ludicrous impossibility, certainly not a glorious impossibility. 
Ridiculous or not, that’s the story of the year 2020 on planet earth.  

But consider this: if someone, some time before Mary was pregnant with
Jesus would have announced that God, the maker of heaven and earth, was going
to father a human son born to a teenage virgin in an obscure Galilean village, and
that, when this child became an adult, he would have to be executed in order for
God’s plan to save humanity from the consequences of our sins to be
accomplished, wouldn’t the hearers of that announcement have called it a
ridiculous impossibility, a preposterous impossibility, certainly not a predictable
possibility?  

In her book, L’Engle wrote, “Possible things are easy to believe.  The
Glorious Impossibles are what bring joy to our hearts, hope to our lives, songs to
our lips.”  

The Bible passage we heard this morning contains three Glorious
Impossibles.  Each of them has a nifty name– the Annunciation, the Visitation, and
the Magnificat.  The Annunciation tells the story of the angel Gabriel informing
Mary that she will be the mother of the Son of God, even though, as Mary
objected, she was still a virgin.  It is impossible for a virgin to get pregnant, let
alone for a human woman to bear the child of a god. 

The Visitation tells the story of Mary’s visit to Elizabeth, Mary’s relative,
who herself was unexpectantly pregnant in her old age, and whose child would
grow up to be John the Baptist, the prophet who would prepare the way for the
coming of Jesus.  The impossible thing in that story was that, when Mary greeted
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Elizabeth, the child in Elizabeth’s womb jumped for joy because he recognized the
child in Mary’s womb to be the Savior of the world.  

The Magnificat is what Mary sings in response to Elizabeth’s affirmation of
the truth of her pregnancy.  It gets its name from its first word in Latin.  A pastor
who influenced me greatly in my teenage years called it “The Magnificent Cat,”
which forever sealed it in my consciousness. The impossible thing in Mary’s song
is the use of the past tense.  “God has looked with favor on the lowliness of his
servant.”  Okay, that “has” is not completely impossible.  God indeed had favored
Mary.  But how about what follows?  “God has scattered the proud in the thoughts
of their hearts; God has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted
up the lowly; God has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away
empty.”  

The first two glorious impossibles took place over two thousand years ago. 
Whether or not they actually happened cannot be proved.  Even if Mary’s
assertions in her song were already accomplished way back then, they certainly
have not remained accomplished.  There are plenty of proud and haughty people
living today who are quite well entrenched in their cushy lives.  Powerful people
who exploit other people for their own benefit are still firmly enthroned.  People
who were lowly already are even lowlier because of the pandemic.  Food
insecurity ravages people all around the world while rich people just keep getting
richer.  Here’s a most disturbing piece of news:  there are over 600 billionaires
living in the United States.  The net worth of these incredibly rich people
increased by over nine hundred billion dollars during the pandemic.2  While
millions of Americans struggle to keep a roof over their heads, and low wage
workers whose work can’t be done from home are disproportionally affected by
the virus, and people around the world face severe food shortages and lack access
to health care, the richest of the rich actually got obscenely richer.  

If Mary had used the word will instead of the word has, as in, God will bring
down the powerful and will lift up the lowly, well, we could reasonably entertain

2I initially read this in an article by Robert Azzi in the Concord Monitor, December 16, 2020.  Online
attestations differ in specifics but agree that the richest people have gotten richer.  
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that hope even as it seems less and less possible.  But has?  As in has already
accomplished?   Already the privileged have lost their privileges; already the
powerful are impotent; already the miserable of the earth are feasting and the
lowly are lifted up?  For me, that’s harder to believe than a virgin getting pregnant
or in two not-yet-born babies recognizing each other.  

But this is the ultimate Glorious Impossibility.  This is God’s Glorious
Impossibility turning out to be the most real thing.  This is the reason Jesus came
the way Jesus did, which is, to save humanity from the consequences of our sins,
which always include social sins, like racism, and abuse of creation, and
oppression of vulnerable people for personal gain.  This is why God arranged it so
that the Savior of the world would be born under miserable conditions and
announced to lowly shepherds, so that it would be clear that this Savior actually
favors the poor and the lowly.  

Here’s what faith allows us to do with that impossible word, has.  Faith has
always enabled us to live as if all God’s promises are already fulfilled.  Faith has
always enabled us not just to hope for the new life in Christ, but to live the new
life in Christ.  Faith has always asked us not only to believe the Glorious
Impossible, but to be the Glorious Impossible.  This is not to suggest that we
pretend that the troubles of our world aren’t real.  The virus is real.  Faithful
people still wear our masks.  Faithful people still maintain social distancing. The
despicable and deadly injustices plaguing our world are real.  Faithful people still
do what we can to be agents of God’s dreams for the world God loves.  As a
preacher I heard online some months ago said, “Work as if it all depends on us;
pray as if it all depends on God.”  We just orient our lives around those most real
things in the world, the things that have to do with self-giving love, with solidarity
with the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters, with light that shines brighter
because of the darkness around it.  

The Glorious Impossibles in the gospel story turned out to be Glorious
Actuals because people just like us, way back then, dared to live into them.  Think
about it: God staked the salvation of the whole world on the decision of a teenage
girl to agree to a preposterous plan that put her in danger of being stoned to death
for adultery.  What if Mary had said, No thanks, Gabriel, I’m not that dumb?  All
along the way, God has risked the plan on the free choice of people like us to do
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our part in its implementation. Mary was just one of many people who made a
decision to give themselves to God’s Glorious Impossible, to recognize Jesus as
their Lord and the world’s Savior, and to risk themselves for the sake of God’s
audacious plan for the salvation of the world.  

The Glorious Impossible that originated in Mary’s womb continues toward
becoming the Glorious Actual.  We know for sure that it’s not there yet, that the
powerful remain in power and the lowly remain downtrodden.  But we know a
truth which triumphs over what we see.  We know that the most real things in the
world are things that neither children nor grownups can see.  We know that there
is nothing more real than the love of God made real in Jesus Christ.  So we choose
the truth of the Glorious Impossibles, which bring “joy to our hearts, hope to oour
lives, and songs to our lips.”  With Mary and Elizabeth, we rejoice that God has
invited us to be part of turning the Impossible into the Actual. 


