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Mary, the peasant girl, a nobody from “the wrong side of the tracks,” from impoverished, ill-reputed Nazareth; Mary, to whom an angel brought a message which would transform her from a nobody into a somebody, whose name thereafter would be spoken with reverence, she blessed among women; Mary, who took into herself that message, to be filled with maternal joy but also to be filled with perplexity and with the impending breaking of a mother’s heart; Mary, the mother of Jesus, whose response to the impossibility of her pregnancy rings down through the centuries:  “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” – last week I did a lot of thinking about Mary.  I found myself thinking about the way great artists have imagined her and have offered their imaginings to us, those awe-inspiring masterpieces which touch our hearts with the beauty of sacred mystery, those portraits of Mary which stimulate our minds to perceive the substance of her character.  She is posed usually with her eyes cast down.  We see not the color of her eyes, but only her eyelids and eyelashes, her gaze averted, eyes cast down.

Of course, in some of those paintings, her eyes are downcast because she’s looking down at someone, the new mother lovingly gazing down at the baby cradled in her arms, or the broken hearted mother weeping, looking down at his body cradled again in her arms, the body of her dead son.  But, even when she is the sole figure in the painting, so often still her eyes are portrayed cast down.  She is posed in the tradition of the ancient biblical world, and in the tradition of some parts of our world, in the posture of submissive femininity, eyes properly, demurely cast down, submissive.

Thing is, some people erroneously define submissiveness, consider it pretty much a synonym for passiveness, which would leave Mary as if saying to the angel, “Oh, well, whatever.”  That’s not what the great artists suggest, and it certainly is not the way Luke portrays Mary, as passive.  Trouble is, submissiveness and passiveness can be joined in nightmares; it is horribly possible for submissiveness to be perverted into passivity.  When a woman, or a man, is beaten into submission, whether physically or emotionally, the result can be the passivity of despair, eyes cast down in hopelessness – why bother to resist what’s inevitable?  Just take it, just acquiesce passively to whatever is demanded.


But, as Luke paints Mary, her submissiveness had nothing whatsoever to do with passivity.  Her submissiveness is portrayed as an action on her part, an action founded in strong willingness, strong determination, strong courage, strong faith, strong trust in God.  Not passivity but strength rings out in her voice as she claims the possibility of something considered impossible, as she takes the message into herself to own it as her own, willingly submissive:  “Let it be unto me…here I am, the servant of the Lord.”

Thinking about that kind of submissive strength, I found myself remembering Bill Eklund.  Bill is a member of First Presbyterian Church in Austin, and back when I was the Associate Pastor there, he was an elder serving on the session, which is what the governing board of a Presbyterian church is called.  Anyway, Bill was a tall, lanky Texan, often clad in jeans and boots, a mild-mannered man and usually quiet, a doer, not much of a talker.  But one night during a session meeting, Bill Eklund talked a lot.


He was adamantly, passionately opposed to what had been proposed, namely, a new picture directory for the church.  He remembered only too well what had transpired when the previous picture directory had been undertaken.

How could anybody forget it, the mammoth amount of work preparing for the picture-taking days, the many volunteers to be recruited, the long volunteer hours during the picture taking, the scheduling snafus, the hurt feelings and short tempers, all topped off by a less than satisfactory finished project.  And the pressure that particular photographic company had put on members to purchase pictures – well, Bill was adamantly, passionately “agin it.”  Other elders, though, argued just as passionately the need for such a directory, how it could help everybody put names and faces together, since the church had just experienced a time of rapid growth, an almost overwhelming number of new members.
So it went, the debate, till finally the vote was taken.  The decision to proceed with the picture directory was almost unanimous, only one loud “No.”  Well, I was new in ministry back then, but I had been around long enough to have experienced a few other contentious session debates.  And I remembered how elders sometimes reacted when a vote didn’t go their way.  Disgruntled elders were known to huff off with ruffled feathers, to be heard pontificating in the parking lot after the meeting, sometimes griping and complaining for weeks, maybe even threatening to leave the church.

Now, I was never afraid that Bill Eklund would leave the church; he just wasn’t that kind of guy, would never pick up his marbles and leave First Presbyterian.  His fidelity to his church wasn’t conditional, wasn’t predicated on what the church did for him.  Nor was his fidelity subject to waver if church business stepped on his ego.  Bill’s fidelity was, as he would put it, to the work of the Lord at First Presbyterian.  So, it never crossed my mind that he might leave, and certainly not over something as mundane as a church directory.  But I did figure that Jim Mahon, the senior pastor, had some hard pastoral work ahead of him, if Bill’s feathers were to be unruffled.

But Jim didn’t have to do anything; I was wrong in predicting that.  I was right, though, about Bill’s not leaving, but the way he stayed was nothing short of stunning.  His reaction to the vote, well, I was so impressed that all these many years later I still remember it.  And I remember thinking that if I ever grew up, ever matured as a human being and as a Christian, I wanted to turn out like Bill Eklund.  As soon as the vote was taken, with his “No” still reverberating off the walls, immediately Bill volunteered to chair the picture directory committee.  Why; was it because he’d decided that by leading the project he could make sure that it was done right this time?  No; Bill had not even a smidgen of that egotistical arrogance in his character.  Why did he volunteer, then?

Later, when I asked him that question, he reverted to his more usual unwordy way of talking, said what he had to say precisely and concisely in just four words:  “I am a Presbyterian.”  See, Presbyterians take very seriously the work of the Holy Spirit, take very seriously the very much alive presence of the Holy Spirit, with us to comfort us, encourage us, inspire us, and ever offering to be our guide, even in the seemingly mundane decision about a picture directory.  We believe that the Spirit sees what we can’t see, and that if we just shut up long enough and listen, the Spirit will speak that holy vision.  We believe that where two or three or more are gathered prayerfully, listening with open minds, open hearts, with their whole selves open to discern guidance, that guidance will happen.

So it was that Bill heard in that vote not just the voices of his colleagues, but the guiding voice of the Holy, somehow the picture directory fitting within a vision much bigger than his own.  Thus trusting the Spirit, Bill trusted the outcome of the vote.  And he set aside his own ego, willingly submissive.  His submissiveness, though, like Mary’s, was anything but passivity.  He acted, submitted himself actively into the action, took the session’s decision into himself, to claim it his own, trusting the Spirit.
Well, am I suggesting that Mary would have made a good Presbyterian?  Maybe she would have.  But what I’m really suggesting is that Bill could join Mary, could stand beside her in those beautiful paintings, his also the pose of submissive trust, a servant of the Lord.

Servants of the Lord:  you know, that’s our calling, too.  And so, during Advent, as we prepare ourselves inwardly to celebrate the birth of Jesus, how about doing a little inward imagining?  Imagine yourself stepping into that lovely painting, to stand with Mary and with Bill Eklund and with countless others down through the centuries, servants of the Lord.  Imagine yourself willingly submissive to the Lord’s claim on your life, willing to allow some pregnant potential in you to be born, by the grace of God, willing to be used, yes, used…by God.
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