Monday 21st

Readings

Pete Wildman
O Holy Child of Bethlehem, Be born in us today.

Genesis 3:9-15
Psalm 98
Luke 1:26-38
Ephesians 1:3-6,11-12

The announcement of the birth of Christ to Mary is one of the great themes for classical painters. When I
checked on a wonderful site called the Web Gallery of Art (www.wga.hu) there are hundreds of pictures with the
title “Annunciation”. It would make quite a long reflection if we looked at all of them, but I’d like to share one
which says something about this wonderful story.
It’s only in recent years that I’ve started to understand the use of symbolism in these paintings. If we are looking
for a realistic representation of Mary and Gabriel, in a setting which is appropriate to the time and place, then we
will look in vain. These artists are giving us clues, explanations and bits of theology in their paintings, as well as
often contextualising them in their own day and culture.
Here’s a good example. It’s a painting by Fra.
Filippo Lippi from about 1443. It’s now in a gallery in Munich. Here’s what I notice.
Mary is in blue, which is usual – symbolic of
heaven. She is standing before a lectern with an
open book upon it, probably a Bible. Often it is
open at Isaiah: “a virgin shall conceive.” It symbolises both Mary’s piety, and that she is now
playing a part in God’s history.
Gabriel kneels before her. Other paintings show
our more familiar imagination, of a frightening
appearance towering before Mary; but Lippi is
helping us to see that in God’s scheme, Mary has
great significance, and it is Gabriel’s honour to
be the bearer of the news of the birth of Christ
into the world. He offers lilies to Mary. You often
see lilies in these paintings, a symbol of Mary’s
purity.
God is in the top left-hand corner, from whence
he directs a golden beam down which a dove
flies. “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the
child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.” From the 4th century, church fathers wrote that it was
through the hearing of God’s word that Mary conceived the Christ child. ““Like the Burning Bush on Horeb which
carried God in the heart of the flames, so Mary brought Christ into her virginity: through her ear the Divine Word
of the Father entered and dwelt secretly in her womb.” (Ephrem of Syria).
I don’t suppose that they meant this as any more than a beautiful metaphor; how would we know the exact process by which Mary conceived – and why would we care? But it’s true of us, as it was of Mary, that it is through
the hearing of God’s word that truth can enter our very being, can take root, and can grow until Christ is fully
formed in us.
Mary’s head is bowed in an attitude of submission: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according
to your word.” Let’s allow the Word of God to be born in us this Christmas, and may we reach the full stature of
Christ.

Monday 21st
1. The angel Gabriel from heaven came
His wings as drifted snow his eyes as flame
"All hail" said he "thou lowly maiden Mary,
Most highly favoured lady," Gloria!
2. "For know a blessed mother thou shalt be,
All generations laud and honour thee,
Thy Son shall be Emanuel, by seers foretold
Most highly favoured lady," Gloria!
3. Then gentle Mary meekly bowed her head
"To me be as it pleaseth God," she said,
"My soul shall laud and magnify his holy name."
Most highly favoured lady. Gloria!
4. Of her, Emanuel, the Christ was born
In Bethlehem, all on a Christmas morn
And Christian folk throughout the world will ever say:
"Most highly favoured lady," Gloria!

We pray for all who have shown us
Christ and revealed your truth. We
remember our church community that
we may be inspired in new and bold
ways to show your love.

We pray for a fresh vision as we look
ahead to changing times in the life of
the church.
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Annunciation, by Jan Pienkowski, contemporary

Prayer
O Holy Child of Bethlehem
Descend to us we pray
Cast out our sin, and enter in
Be born in us today.
Amen.

