Annunciation and Anticipation
A Reflection by Dr. Inez Tuck
The word, annunciation is defined as an announcement, a proclamation, a public statement and in contemporary terms, a press release.  So today, March 25th, we are celebrating this issuance of the proclamation, the Annunciation of our Lord, Jesus Christ. The press release would read: “This day marks the beginning of Jesus in His human nature.”

The angel Gabriel came to Mary at Nazareth and said, “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.” Mary is troubled by this news, and momentarily becomes troubled, confused, and uncertain. I can imagine what it feels like to be told of such awesome responsibility. It would take me a few minutes to reorient myself and see this situation as an opportunity. This could have been the case with Mary, but it was not. She simply replied: "Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be done to me according to your word," (Latin: ecce ancilla Domini; fiat mihi secundum verbum tuum). Mary’s consent to God is part of His divine plan.  This response is called Mary's fiat, from the Latin word meaning "let it be done." 
Mary becomes a servant of the Lord, a handmaiden if you will. However, she does not stop there; she becomes the handmaiden to Elizabeth who is also carrying a child. Mary willingly goes to serve and remain with Elizabeth during her pregnancy. Mary, rather than complaining about her situation or dwelling on her appointed status, chooses instead to move beyond herself to serve the needs of others.
This feast day is of course appropriately nine months before Jesus' birth at Christmas. This day often is one of days associated with the solstices which mark the beginning of the four natural seasons: spring, summer, fall, and winter. This event is why when we recite the Nicene Creed we say, "by the power of the Holy Spirit, [Jesus] was born of the Virgin Mary and became man." The Apostles Creed likewise affirms that Jesus was "conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit." Thus, the Feast of the Annunciation is the beginning of Jesus' miraculous life, and it begins with the theotokos, the Greek word for the one who gives birth, and the conception of Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit. The significance of this day becomes real for us when we listen to words of praise in the Mary’s hymn, the Magnificat (Luke 2:46-55) - My soul magnifies the Lord.
Before I connected this week with the feast day of Annunciation, I had been focusing on the word “anticipation.” Anticipation means to feel or realize beforehand; to have foreknowledge; and an expectancy, prediction, or intuition. I don’t understand the reason for connecting with the term, but the word laid on my heart as I look forward to the upcoming Holy week. My anticipation of the coming week was a mixture of both hesitancy and expectant joy. My troubling thoughts and feelings are driven by the Easter story told during this season of the impending trial, crucifixion, and death of Jesus Christ. The image of that story weighs heavily on my heart. There was a sense of foreboding, not doom, but a profound sadness. 
I’m acutely aware of instances of inhumanity that existed during the time of Jesus as well as those situations that surround me today. The name calling, the derogatory statements made against the leaders of our country, the virulent outbursts, and the lack of concern for others seen in our recent healthcare debates are examples of bitterness and prejudice. These behaviors seem to be increasing and are constantly making headline news. Even the actions of the Commonwealth of Virginia, that’s fueling future battles over our legal right to help those in need of healthcare, is an affront to my faith and the concept of servanthood shown by Mary.
Recalling the harshness of the historical events that occurred during the time that Jesus lived can be distressing. My heart was heavy thinking about the woman who anointed the feet of Jesus and used her hair to wipe his feet while tears were running down her face in anticipation of Jesus’ impending death. Other scriptures prophesied His early demise and even Jesus anticipated his own death. In these cases, anticipation and foreknowledge became a sorrowful burden. The sorrow requires that I deal with the heaviness of a looming death. I imagine that you know how that feels as well. I recall being at the bedside of my Mother until the morning she died, an anniversary coming soon in April. More recently, I remember waiting at the bedside of my dear friend Pauline and anticipating what was to come. It is difficult for me to wait for the impending death of a friend or family member; the death of a person who is good and beloved by me and by God, loved by human and divine.

I take note that in the life of the church the timing of the conception of the human Jesus is celebrated near his death. They are so closely associated in time and significance. We anticipate His birth, a child prophesized to be a Savior – the son of God sent to dwell with us in human nature, born to experience life as we do and to walk among us. He crafted a ministry of praying, healing, and teaching that we can follow. He walked among the least of us and confronted our hypocrisies, prejudices, and acts of inhumanity. 
Likewise, Mary's response to the angel is a statement of humble faith. It serves as a model for how we are to respond when God calls us to do what seems impossible. There is a clear message of joy and fulfillment in the annunciation of our Lord that Mary takes in stride. There is joy coming in the Easter season as death is transformed into the resurrection. As our sins are expiated by forgiveness, as good overcomes evil, and through our penitence and prayers, we are forgiven. Through the passage of time, our sorrow and grief of loss are replaced with a sense of peace, love, and the will to go on. 

In this somber time of Lent when we reflect on our sinfulness and offer penitence, or when we retell the story of Jesus’ life on earth, we have faith that this pronouncement of expectancy is one of hope. Our anticipated pain and sorrow will be translated into joy. God has a message for us as shown in the life of both Mary, the mother of Jesus, and her son, Jesus Christ, that purports that we love our neighbors deeply, have faith in God, and accept His call. We are called to serve others with a dedicated spirit. We listen for the call to do the “impossible,” to do those things that only can be accomplished with God’s help. We are grateful for God’s presence in our lives.
God’s blessings to you now and throughout the Easter Season.
Amen
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