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• “Lo, how a Rose e’er blooming from tender stem hath sprung! … It came, a 
floweret bright, amid the cold of winter, when half spent was the night.” 
Those familiar poetic words of Hymn 81 embody paradox, based on images 
from the book of Isaiah. Like flowers blooming in the midst of winter, today—
on a December Sunday—we hear a Gospel about an event that happened in 
the spring. For if the birth of Jesus was “in the bleak mid-winter,” then the 
Angel’s surprising visit would have been in March.  

• We light candles during Advent and early-winter, just as we do at Easter. 
And this evening, we will hear more words of contrast from Isaiah: “the 
people who walked in darkness have seen a great light...” And so, we have 
the coming-together of several paradoxes: light for those who sit in 
darkness; roses blooming like springtime in the midst of winter; and a virgin 
who unaccountably conceives a child.  

• Christmas—whether secular holiday magic or the real thing itself—is all about 
the extraordinary appearing in the midst of the ordinary. A child’s wish 
comes true; a lost pet returns; an injured relationship finds healing; a 
miserly boss becomes unexpectedly generous ~ these are a few ways this 
theme emerges in movies at this time of year. In our Gospel, we hear about 
the Angel’s visit to Mary’s home. Into the midst of her ordinary home comes 
the extraordinary visitor; the Holy Spirit of God becomes one with her 
human, physical, embodiment; within her wondering heart and mind speaks 
the divine Word of promise and fulfillment. These are not just aspects of 
Mary’s remarkable biography; these are themes for our lives, too.  

• So much of this is captured in, and suggested by, Jim Janknegt’s beautiful 
painting, The Joyful Mystery #1, which I have reproduced for you in your 
worship bulletin today. Neither the Bible nor history tell us the precise 
details about this event, such as on what day the Angel appeared, or Jesus 
was born. The Angel's wondrous appearance may have happened on a 
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drab winter’s day. And yet, by virtue of the Angel’s message, it was also like 
spring. Church calendar and holy tradition reckon that the Annunciation was 
in March. In northern Israel, if it was generally like it is now, the average high 
temperature would have been in the 60’s. So it could easily have been a 
season colored by the appearance of emerging flowers and foliage.  

• Yet, following the pattern of Scripture, our painter seeks to portray 
something beyond literal circumstances. He has more than flowering plants, 
trees, and shrubs in mind. The decorated edge of the painting is a border of 
roses, which evoke the mysteries named in the Rosary, of which this scene is 
only the first. Inside that border there are more flowers, and these also play 
a symbolic role. For we find lilies on Mary’s dress, suggestive of a later-to-be-
revealed Easter, and calla lilies in a vase on the table, which are traditionally 
associated with the Annunciation.  

• Even more dramatically, flowers cover a large part of the angel, which 
suggest something transcendent and other-worldly. The Angel has come to 
speak the Word: the Word of Life, which is also a Word of blessing (look at 
the Angel’s hands!). Compositionally central in the painting, but depicted in 
a subtle background way, is a great tree. Surely, it is the Tree of Life, from 
Genesis and Revelation, the first and last books of the Bible. And surely it 
also prefigures that toward which everything in this moment is heading ~ 
the dead wood of the Cross, which paradoxically became a life-giving tree. 
Yes, it is springtime! But this is springtime in the cycle of salvation history.  

• So this is what we begin to see in Jim Jangknegt’s painting: his portrayal of 
the Angel’s Annunciation to Mary is not so much about springtime in the 
world. Instead, it is about springtime for the world. Unlike what we hope will 
happen in Grand Rapids in about 4 months, this springtime is not one that 
comes and goes, like our moods and emotions. The happiness and sense of 
well-being we get from things like winter trips to warm places are fleeting. 
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They are, of course, delightful to experience. Though we are disappointed 
when they fade, we are not surprised. And so, we soon re-start our trip-
planning.  

• But the kind of joy that Mary experiences with the Angel’s visit, is of an 
entirely different kind. It is the deeper joy that God’s Spirit nurtures within all 
of us. This is partly why Mary’s face in Janknegt’s picture, and in so many 
other paintings of this moment, does not display the relaxed cheerful smile 
of someone enjoying a cruise-ship deck chair.  

• We see here in Mary a posture something we may wish to cultivate. It is the 
quiet, restful, attentiveness attributed to Mary, which we see portrayed in 
countless Annunciation scenes. Almost always there is a book ~ usually 
thought to be Scripture or a book of devotions. Mary’s heart is open to God 
and to the Spirit’s work. She is open to seeing the holy. Even though Mary is 
prepared, and disposed to receive this angelic visitation, she is still surprised 
by it. Janknegt suggests this by the way her book appears to have been 
suddenly dropped. A similar experience can happen to us. We can be 
prepared, and yet still be surprised, even if we believe that the Spirit is 
always at God’s saving work.  

• For us, the purpose of nurturing this kind of attentiveness, this kind of 
seeing, is no different from Mary’s openness to seeing. It is not so that we 
might discern something momentary and obscure, like a voice that comes 
to us suddenly from afar off, and which surprises us because of its otherwise 
rareness. Instead, it is precisely so that we might come to “... see what is 
there about us always...,” as Willa Cather so wonderfully put it.  We become 1

open to seeing what God is up to – and, what God has been up to for a very 
long time!  
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• Notice the key word for Mary’s response to this moment: Mary wondered at 
what sort of greeting this might be. More than pondering something curious 
or strange, more than turning over in her mind what such an experience 
might amount to, Mary responds with wonder. And this is a special gift, a gift 
that we pray every newly-baptized person will receive. We pray that, like 
Mary in her devotions before the Angel’s visit, God through the Holy Spirit 
will give every baptized person an inquiring and discerning heart, and the 
gift of joy and wonder in all God’s works.   2

• As we leave here this day, and re-enter the busy-ness of our preparation for 
this evening, and the 12 holy days ahead, we can voice this prayer: “Give us, 
O Lord, inquiring and discerning hearts, and – most of all – the gift of joy... 
and wonder... in all your works!”  
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Jim Janknegt, The Joyful Mystery #1 (The Annunciation) 
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Luke 1:26-38 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 
to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s 
name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with 
you.” But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this 
might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 
God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 
and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I 
am a virgin?” The 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. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 
son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be 
impossible with God.” Then 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. 

Notes: 

 See Willa Cather’s spiritually perceptive novel, Death Comes for the Archbishop: ‘“Where there is 1

great love there are always miracles,” he said at length. “One might almost say that an apparition is 
human vision corrected by divine love. I do not see you as you really are, Joseph; I see you through my 
affection for you. The Miracles of the Church seem to me to rest not so much upon faces or voices or 
healing power coming suddenly near to us from afar off, but upon our perceptions being made finer, 
so that for a moment our eyes can see and our ears can hear what is there about us always.”’  [Cather, 
Willa. Death Comes for the Archbishop (Vintage Classics) (p. 50). Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. 
Kindle Edition.]

 A paraphrase of words in the Rite of Baptism, in a prayer for the newly baptized; see The Book of 2

Common Prayer, p. 308.
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