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Today’s readings seem to me to be all about houses; and about the security that houses represent. I’ll begin with a homey little story to illustrate my point.  My husband, Spencer, and I have been living for nearly 20 years now in a very nice, safe and secure home in Annapolis, Maryland. We feel very blessed, and have experienced great joy over the years in having numerous friends and relatives stay with us. Our home is something we like to share with those we love. In years past, we also have had several pets, all of which have now passed on. Spencer, in particular, misses the pets. He loves feeding the birds, and is fond of neighborhood animals. A couple of years ago, we noticed a young black cat who seemed to be making the rounds in our neighborhood. Concerned that he might be a stray without a home, we made some inquiries, and learned from a neighbor who has several cats of her own that this black cat was a “barn cat” from the horse farm across the road from our development. His job was to keep the rodent population out of the barn. Nevertheless, the little fellow continued to visit our neighborhood on a fairly regular basis. We began to call him Zombie, and we also began to keep cat food on hand! Over time, Zombie began to show up more and more frequently until, over the last few months, he began to be a “regular” at our house. He has taken to living under our deck, but he has absolutely no interest in living in our house! He won’t come anywhere near us although he talks to us quite a bit. So, just a couple of weeks ago, Spencer was flipping through a Christmas catalogue and found an adorable little heated cat-sized house for Zombie, to be plugged in outdoors. Over the last days, since the house was delivered, Zombie has gingerly gotten acquainted with the house. But he can kind of take it or leave it. We’re pretty sure he isn’t in there all night every night. So, the bottom line is that Zombie is in charge, not we! You know what they say about the difference between cats and dogs. Dogs think their owners are God, while cats have it the other way around!

In today’s first reading, we see King David, very comfortably living in his palace of cedar, and thinking that he should build a temple to house the Ark of the Covenant (the great symbol of God’s special relationship, God’s dwelling with Israel). He runs this idea by the prophet Nathan who encourages him, telling him that God is with him and he should do whatever he thinks fit. But the next day, Nathan has a different message from God, who wonders what David is thinking when he says he will build a house for God. “It is I who will build your house” (the House of Israel) says God.” I have put you where you are, and I will provide for you and your descendants, establishing your house, your security forever.” When you think about it, by building a Temple in Jerusalem, David was sort of taking charge, solidifying his rule, in a sense owning God by controlling where God can live. But God is telling David, I have chosen you, not the other way around. I have been with you and your ancestors all along the journey in tents in the desert, all the way from Egypt. So, in light of all of Israel’s trials, including the Babylonian captivity, God’s promise of an eternal dynasty to David leads to a messianic expectation that God will restore the throne of David in God’s time.

Paul’s message in Romans 16 reinforces the truth that God is the One who is in charge; the One who is able to strengthen us, and God does this, says Paul, through the power of the gospel, the proclamation about Jesus, the Messiah – who is the revelation of God’s righteousness and God’s presence among us. This is a mystery, insists Paul, which entails God’s plan to go outside of Jerusalem -  to include the Gentiles in the covenant of God’s faithfulness. What is required is not to own God by “housing” God so to speak in Israel, but rather to open the door to all people who are obedient in faith.

This brings us to the gospel reading from Luke which is the recounting of the story of the Annunciation to Mary by the Angel Gabriel of God’s plan for the birth of the Messiah. Gabriel’s description of Jesus’ future role is very telling. “His dignity will be great, and he will be called the Only Begotten of God…who will give him the judgment seat of David, his ancestor, to rule over the House of Jacob forever, and his reign will never end.” Gabriel’s message reaches back into the Old Testament as well as forward into New Testament post-Easter events narrated in the Acts of the Apostles. From Nathan’s prophecy in II Samuel of a royal Davidic dynasty to Peter’s proclamation at Pentecost of Jesus as Risen Lord and Messiah – tantamount to King of Israel, the new and expanded Israel. But there is one thing that is markedly different about Mary when it comes to understanding the God/Israel relationship - which distinguishes her from the illustrious King David, or even from her kinsman Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, mentioned by Luke just before our gospel reading for today begins. David had sort of imagined himself to be in charge and had to make a course correction. Zechariah, when told by the same Angel Gabriel that he would become the father of a son in his old age, tended to dismiss the messenger and also the power of God to make it so. Zechariah seemed to believe that he was somehow the only source of power in the matter. Mary, on the other hand, while she questioned how what the angel proposed could be, was clearly able to understand that her role was not to provide the power, but to accept that this enterprise was not humankind’s doing, but God’s. Richard Rohr has written that:


“ It is only when we stop idolizing the illusion of our control over the events of life and recognize our poverty that we become (like Mary) virgin in the sense that Thomas Merton used that word (that is, going beneath the layers of security we have set up for ourselves, and  reaching our center which is untouched by sin and illusion, a place which belongs entirely to God). . . . We all need to be told that God loves us, says Rohr, and the mystery of the Annunciation reveals an aspect of that love. But it also suggests that our response to this love is critical. A few verses before the angel appears to Mary in the first chapter of Luke’s Gospel, that other annunciation occurred; the announcement to Zechariah, that his equally aged wife was to bear a son who would “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”. Zechariah’s response to the angel was, “How will I KNOW that this is so?” which is a radically different response from the one Mary made. She said, “HOW can this be?”

Zechariah seeks knowledge (security), while Mary seeks wisdom (Divine Presence). Mary represents that obedience of faith preached by the Apostle Paul. For us, Mary is the great exemplar of complete commitment to the will and the design of God. Surely, sometimes that design is hard to recognize and to have faith in. Sometimes, our instinct is to rely on ourselves alone. In those times, we are wise to center ourselves, finding that place within where we can trust that God is with us, even when we feel as if we are in the desert and not in a house where we control the security - and indeed the future! We are called upon to believe in God-with-us!
