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From our collect this week: Purify our conscience, Almighty God . . . that Jesus Christ . . . may find in us a mansion prepared for himself.

This is an important prayer for us to be saying this week.  It is also a slightly dangerous one.  There’s nothing wrong in wanting pure consciences, of course.   But this is the week in which many of us are scrambling to prepare not just the mansions of our hearts but our actual mansions—or our colonials, or condos, or whatever places we may happen to live.  My guess is that many of us are feeling that those places should be looking a bit more like mansions, perhaps, or at least more like that magazine we saw in the doctor’s office last week.  Exhibit A, Real Simple Magazine, which proclaims that the “Happiest Holiday Ever” is at hand, thanks to “Show-Stopping Decorating Ideas.”

Now, none of us really believe that, of course.  We know that a garland of plastic greenery is not the same as the garland of happiness—at least, we know it when we can stop to think about.  But this is not a week with a lot of time to stop and think, and I suspect that I am not alone in feeling the toxic undertow of expectation.  Deck the halls.  Prepare the way.   Maybe one command is more religious than the other, but they sound awfully similar, and awfully accusatory.
If we are not careful, our ears will be so primed by or culture that we will hear in our lessons this morning the same things that a thousand magazine covers are telling us: Get ready now, or else.  Get ready, because you need to be ready for Christmas to come.   Get ready, so you can measure up.  And, beloved, that’s just not true. 
If you listen closely to our gospel this morning, you will discover that there’s not a single blessed word in it about being ready.  There is, however, a very important word in there about being willing.  And that distinction—being willing, rather than being ready—that distinction tells us a lot about our salvation right now.

The bare bones of the story are simple.  In a little house somewhere in a little town, God’s angel shows up in front of a girl who has no absolutely no credentials and no training for much of anything.  She is young in a culture that valued age and female in a culture that valued men.  Medieval paintings of the scene show her reading a book but, most likely, she was illiterate.  And her conversation with the angel makes it pretty clear that she’s had absolutely no warning for what happens to her.  She is frightened, and she is perplexed.

It’s tempting to try and suggest that, in some way or at some level, Mary had prepared herself for what happened to her.  Tradition tells us that she must have been exceptionally prayerful, or exceptionally good.  Years of hymnody have given us the idea of Mary pure and mild.  Surely, God picked her out because she was special, right?  Surely God chose her because she had made choices in her life, even unknowingly, that somehow suited her for a major role in the drama of the incarnation.   We can’t imagine that God would choose someone who wasn’t exception, who wasn’t extraordinary, who wasn’t excellent.
But if Luke is concerned with Mary’s qualifications for this moment, he doesn’t say a much about them.  He doesn’t try and suggest that Mary is worthy or perfected any of the adulatory adjectives that our tradition has ascribed to her.  In fact, it seems that Luke is making the opposite point.  This woman is not outstanding.  She is pretty ordinary.  So perhaps it is not surprising that Luke doesn’t seem interested in Mary’s preparation for this moment.  What he wants us to notice, instead, is her response.  “Here am I,” she says.   And that’s enough.  “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  Being ready, being worthy, being perfect—that’s out the window.  But being available to God in this very unprepared, very unworthy, very imperfect moment—that is where salvation starts.
Do you have the courage, this week, to make yourself available to God in this way?  Do you have the courage to exchange readiness for willingness?  I use the word courage deliberately, because I know how hard it is to do this.  If God would wait until our lives were perfect to enter into them, it would allow us to preserve the fiction that we do all the work and Jesus is merely an ornament, the crowning glory on our life of self-achievement.  Maybe that fiction seems crass when stated bluntly—but I think it’s the theology most of us operate on, at some level.  Most of us have spent a large part of our lives chasing after the idol of excellence.    If we give up the chase, we have to accept that we will inevitably meet God with lists undone, self-improvement projects unfinished.  None of them will be completed--none of the things we do that prove our worth to ourselves or to the people around us.  And we will have to accept that our worth does not come from our accomplishments.

What would it be like instead to take Mary’s words this week and make them your own?  Here am I.  They are Mary’s words, and they were the words of Isaiah before her, and of Samuel and Moses and Jacob and Abraham.  They are the words that our tradition puts on the lips of its most faithful exemplars: Here am I, Lord.  It is a statement not only of simple location or even volunteerism but also a statement of tremendous self-acceptance. God appears and the doorway opens and some brave hearts choose to invite him in, whether they think themselves ready or not.

God appears, still.  God knocks on that doorway, still, and makes an offer to come to each of us, to make himself at home in our hearts.  And we can hold that offer out at arm’s length until a time when we feel more fit, more suitable, more bedecked and bedazzled, if that time ever really even comes.  We can, ultimately, say no to God.  It’s rarely a dramatic refusal, of course.  But we can choke off the intimacy of love with a thousand small excuses.  No room at the inn tonight, sorry; can you come back when we’re less busy?  Or, even more insidiously, we can ask God to wait outside until we’ve got the tree trimmed and the lights lit and everything just fine, thank you.

Or, we can be like Mary.  Here am I, Lord.  Here am I, come on in, no matter what.  Here am I, with my Christmas cards not yet written.  Here am I, with the perfect present not yet bought.  Here am I, with my house still a mess, and maybe the rest of my life, too.  Here am I, divorced.  Here am I, unable to have a baby.  Here am I, without a job.  Here am I, still not sure what I’m supposed to be doing with my life.  Here I am, unready, unprepared, yet yours, God, utterly yours.
It may not look like much of a mansion, your battered heart.  I suspect that Mary’s wasn’t much of one to begin with, either.  But it is where God longs to dwell.  Our dusty human lives are the place where God has chosen to come—not in the finished, photo-shopped versions, the ones fit for public consumption.   But God wants the life you have, now—that life, and no other, to dwell in.
So, my brothers and sisters in Christ, I think it is time to admit that we are not ready, and that we are never going to be ready, at least not in the ways that really matter.  But God doesn’t want our perfection.  God wants our love—our willing, loving hearts.  Offer those up, and let the rest fall by the wayside, and just see what happens next.
