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“She Pondered Them in Her Heart” — Dec. 24, 2016
Luke 1 1:35The angel said to her, “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. . . . 38Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.
Luke 2 9Then an angel of the Lord stood before the [shepherds], and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah. . . .” 17When they saw the child lying in the manger, they made known what had been told them about this child; 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 

Angels and heavenly choirs and joy to the world! Joy to us all today, as we anticipate the news of Jesus’ birth. Angels are God’s messengers. How would we react if we were gifted by an angel’s message? I want to glance at two angelic appearances, and the responses that followed.

Gabriel appears to Mary before her pregnancy, and an unnamed angel later appears to shepherds, after Jesus’ birth.

In the beautiful Advent story, Mary was not expecting a visit from a mighty angel. She was going about her daily chores in her home. After she overcomes her surprise, she listens as Gabriel tells her of the divine conception of “the Son of the Most High” within her (Luke 1:32), and then that her elderly relative “Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son” (1:36). Messages of joy!
Mary listens to all this, and then pledges “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). In other words, she is saying “I’m willing! God’s will be done.”

During her pregnancy, she journeys south to visit her relative, Elizabeth, to share their joy. Elizabeth praises God and says “as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, Mary, the child in my womb leapt for joy” (1:44). Mary is moved by this experience, and spontaneously utters a psalm of praise, which begins, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant” (1:46–48). 

Luke is showing us that Mary is a fully devoted servant of God. She has accepted joyfully the responsibility given to her, and is not filled with pride, but with humility and awe.

Now, as we know, Mary and Joseph later have to travel to Bethlehem, and the baby is born while they are there. An angel visits shepherds nearby, and tells them of the birth of “a Savior, the Messiah” (Luke 2:11). The shepherds go into Bethlehem, find Mary and Joseph, and tell them the astounding things the angel had said, “and all who heard it were amazed” (2:18). Then comes that understated but remarkable sentence: “Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19). 

This tells us a lot about the attitude of Mary. She is thoughtful and intelligent, as well as being committed to the grand, exciting, and difficult idea of Jesus being a Son of Promise, even the Messiah. 

A few days later, Mary’s son attracts a lot of attention when he is presented at the Temple. The poet Simeon and the singer Anna, through divine revelation, recognize Jesus as the Messiah, and burst out into song, with a message of joy of promise. Imagine the reaction of the Temple staff. It was just another day at the Temple, until that moment.

Then there is a twelve-year gap in our story of Jesus’ family. As the story opens, we find Jesus debating religious issues with the scribes and rabbis at the Temple, oblivious that his family had already set off to return to Galilee. Mary is worried and hurt by his long absence, as any parent would be. Exasperated, when she finds him she says “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.” He answers, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” Now Jesus is obedient to his parents after this (2:48–50). And this incident, once again, triggers thoughtfulness in Mary. Luke says “His mother treasured all these things in her heart” (2:51). 

Using these clues about Mary, we see her as a reflective person, a caring mother who was very worried when her son wandered off. This is what we would expect of someone who was a real person, a real mother, someone we can identify with. She also treasures God in her heart. This is crucial. The willingness to share everything with God, to be fully honest with God, to always treasure God in one’s life, is identical with the willingness do God’s will.

We have to switch to John’s gospel to get the next story, and it shows how Mary promoted her son, drew attention to him. This is at the wedding at Cana, when she nudges Jesus about the wedding party running out of wine. Jesus responds, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come” (John 2:4), and yet, he gives in and performs his first miracle.

These tender passages from Luke and John reveal to us the nature of Mary’s character. We know that John knew her, personally. Perhaps Luke even knew her. He certainly wants his readers to feel something about that tender heart, that special woman who was Jesus’ earth mother. We, too, should treasure the meaningful experiences of our life, ponder them, learn from them, and share them with God. 

What could we write down about OUR character? Can we find those moments when we treasured God’s words and pondered them in our hearts? Are we ready to joyfully take on the responsibility of the message? Let’s proclaim with joy, to the world, God’s love. May God’s peace be upon you.

