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Sermon               Sunday 18 December 2016 
 
 
Lessons Isaiah 7: 10 - 16 Romans 1: 1 – 7 St Matthew 1: 18 – 25 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Holy and mysterious God, absent and present, elusive and inviting, bless our 
meditations, deepen our faith and enrich our daily pilgrimage.   Amen. 
 
 
 

This morning I want to share with you part of the story of a woman 

named Umm Leen.1   Umm Leen lives in Aleppo.   Her oldest daughter 

is sixteen.   She had a son of twelve, but he was killed by a piece of 

shrapnel.   Her youngest child is a baby boy, aged three months.   

Umm Leen gave birth to him during the siege of the city.   Of her son’s 

birth, she says: 

 
I gave birth a month early, because of the panic attacks and  
the heavy shelling.   In the past two years, I’ve had miscarriage  
after miscarriage, and this pregnancy too was full of problems.   
I went into threatened premature labour in the second and  
third month, and had to visit hospital every 10 days.   I had low  
blood pressure, severe anaemia and low calcium levels.  I was  
always tired and dizzy. 
 

The siege meant that there were constant shortages of foods.  In 

Aleppo, there are a lot of underweight babies because mothers’ diets 

are affected.   When Umm Leen’s labour began, there was no one to 
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take her to hospital and no public transport.   In the end, her husband 

stopped a car in the road and begged the driver to take them to any 

hospital.   During that journey, there was intense shelling.   Five 

hours after arriving at the hospital, Umm Leen gave birth.   After the 

birth, she suffered complications but survived.   Shortly after she left 

hospital, four missiles exploded in front of the main hospital building.    

 

When born, Umm Leen’s son weighed 1.2kg or 2.64 pounds; he was 

not expected to live but has hung on.   At the end of November this 

year, she said that because of a lack of food and milk, he is losing 

weight and very weak.   Umm Leen asks, ‘Am I supposed to sit and 

watch him die in front of me?’   The children’s hospital has been 

bombed and parents have few options when their children are sick.   

She says that it feels like ‘We are just waiting for our children to die.’ 

 

Living in Aleppo is to live in despair.   Umm Leen says: 

 
 After I gave birth to him, I felt so sad.   Did I give birth to him  

to see a life like this?   I don’t even know if we’ll survive this.  
The children get so frightened whenever they hear a plane –  
they run towards me.   It breaks my heart. 
 
I just hope that my children stay safe and sound.  I hope that  
they don’t get injured, because there are no hospitals to take  
them to, and I can’t watch my children die in front of me. 

 



 3 

Today is the Fourth Sunday in Advent; the theme of which is the 

Mary, the mother of Jesus.   It seems to me that whenever we reflect 

on Mary we have an opportunity to connect the story in Scripture 

with some hard real life stories of mothers today.   In the Gospel of St 

Matthew, towards the end of chapter two, we read of the flight of the 

Holy Family into Egypt to escape the threatened violence of the king, 

Herod the Great.   The birth of Jesus is set in a context of grim 

political regimes and violence everywhere.   We must think also not 

of a ward in the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh but the poverty of a 

cave in an era of no medicine, or no medicine to speak of, when child 

mortality was high, and so that of mothers.   Umm Leen asks, ‘Did I 

give birth to him to see a life like this?’   Mary also had to face the 

death of a son.    

 

In the Gospel of St Matthew, we read the account of Mary engaged to 

Joseph, the discovery that she is with child, Joseph’s intention to 

dismiss her and the intervention of an angel.   The angel told Joseph 

that the child was conceived by the Holy Spirit and that he was to call 

the boy Jesus, Immanuel, meaning God is with us.   This biblical 

account is often described as one of the birth narratives, the other 

being in the Gospel of St Luke.   In fact, the narrative narrates the 
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conception of Jesus, not His birth.   On discovering that Mary is 

pregnant, Joseph’s intention to dismiss her is no more than what was 

required by the Mosaic Law.   What are we to make of the so-called 

virgin birth? 

 

Is it possible that the Jewish stories in the Gospels are modelled on 

other myths.   In Greek mythology, the father of Dionysius, the god of 

wine, was the supreme god Zeus, and his mother was the mortal 

Semele.   Zeus was the father of the mighty Hercules and his mother 

was the mortal Alcmene.   Within the mythology of Rome, the 

emperor was the ‘son of god’.   While his mortal father was Gaius, 

Julius Caesar was said to be the son of Ares, the god of war.   Is it 

possible that the evangelists used the miraculous birth narratives of 

Jesus as a political contrast to that of the Roman Emperor, to place 

side by side two quite different value systems? 

 

Within Scripture, there are often hidden subtleties.   For example, in 

the conception narrative of Matthew, Joseph is referred to as the ‘son 

of David.’   If we go back to the very first verse of the Gospel, Jesus is 

also the son of David.   Using gematria, the system of attaching 

numerical value to letters, the name David has the value of 14.   In 
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Matthew’s Gospel, in those opening verses of genealogy which we 

seldom read, the evangelist lists the three sets of fourteen 

generations.   To our ears, this is a curious thing to do, but not to the 

ancients.    

 

If not a subtlety, then certainly a parallel, the Gospel of Mark begins 

with the opening verse, ‘The beginning of the good news of Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God’, while calendar inscriptions in honour of 

Caesar Augustus read, ‘the birthday of the god Augustus was the 

beginning of the good news for the world.’    

 

In order to put the life of Jesus into context, in his first chapter, 

Matthew quotes from Isaiah, in which the prophet wrote, ‘Look, the 

virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him 

Emmanuel, which means ‘God is with is.’   In its original context, it 

referred to a time seven hundred years before the birth of Jesus, a 

time when Israel was surrounded by aggressive neighbours.   

Scholars do not know the identity of the young woman or child but, 

whoever they were, they were seen as a sign that God was with 

Israel, persecuted though Israel be.   The evangelist Matthew 

interpreted the life of Jesus to mean much the same thing.   In the 
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midst of much suffering and the violence of Rome, Matthew wrote, 

‘God is with us.’ 

 

Over two millennia, Mary, the Mother of God, has become the Ever-

Virgin Theotokos, the God-bearer.   Though she has acquired this 

grandest of titles, when I think of Mary I think of tenderness, sadness, 

love and her undying loyalty to her Son.   She was there at the Birth, 

quite obviously; cared for Jesus through His childhood, followed Him 

in His public ministry and, together with the Beloved Disciple, stood 

by Him as He hung dying on the Cross.   Though not strictly 

Scriptural, there are many depictions of the pietà, ‘Our Lady of Pity’, 

in which Mary is seated with the dead Christ lying across her lap.   

Sculptures of Mary with her dead child are potent and, mindful of the 

suffering in Aleppo, and elsewhere, speak powerfully of a mother’s 

agony, grieving over the loss of all that is most precious in her life.    

 

Within the Reformed tradition, Luther described Mary as ‘the highest 

woman,’ said that ‘we can never honour her enough, that ‘the 

veneration of Mary is inscribed in the very depths of the human 

heart’ and that all Christians should ‘wish that everyone know and 

respect her.’   John Calvin echoed these sentiments.   Calvin wrote, ‘It 
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cannot be denied that God in choosing and destining Mary to be the 

Mother of his Son, granted her the highest honour.’   In Celtic 

spirituality – in other words, in the history of our own land – Mary 

occupies a prominent place.    Dante invoked the name of Mary at 

both morning and evening prayers.   ‘Hers,’ he said, ‘is the face which 

most resembles Christ.’    

 

In a patriarchal society, in a world and religion dominated by men 

and all that is male, Mary feminises the Divine.   In a man’s world, 

God chose Mary.   But, more than that, she is the image of the perfect 

follower.   In the 17th century spirituality, it was said that Mary’s fiat, 

her desire to let the will of God be done in her, was ‘much more 

powerful in its consequences and effect than the pronouncement of 

God in the creation of the world.’ 

 

Mary is told, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of 

the Most High will overshadow you.’   Mary replies, ‘Here I am, the 

servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’    Often 

in icons, Christ’s hand is raised to comfort His Mother in her sadness.   

Often her gaze is not to the worshipper, but looking inwardly at the 

Divine.   Often in icons Mary holds Christ tightly, as if protecting Him.   
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She is His protector with an infinite capacity to love.   In turn, He 

protects her.    

 

Who is Mary?   Is she that woman in Aleppo giving birth in a world of 

violence without medicine, who is broken by despair, living in fear 

for the safety and well-being of her children?   Is Mary the God-

Bearer, the Theotokos, the one who brings Christ close to millions of 

Christians throughout the world and across the generations?   Is 

Mary the model of what it means to be a follower of Christ, to feel for 

Him continually, to love Him unconditionally?    

 

In the Church we are blessed to have Scriptures that are so rich, 

fertile and an unceasing source of spiritual renewal. 

 

Amen. 

 

 


