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Pope Francis speaks

4th Sunday of Advent: Luke 1: 26-38
Mike, a priest friend, rang to say he was coming round for a chat. His Bishop had asked him to
take on a very new role in his diocese. He was surprised by the request and felt not a touch
apprehensive about the assignment. ‘What did you say?’ I asked him. ‘I said yes, of course’ he
said. ‘It’s what you do, isn't it?’ ‘It’s what we’re here for’. I looked forward to our
conversation.
Over tea Mike outlined the new position as best he could. Since the role hadn't existed before,
he would be the one to shape how best it could be done. I was impressed by his acceptance
and his embracing the unknown. ‘I’m accountable’, he said, thinking out loud. ‘Remember
when we were ordained, we were ordained ‘for the service of the diocese’ and we also
promised obedience and respect to the Bishop. The Bishop has to meet the needs of the
diocese and part of that is that he’s asked me to do this. I’ll do my best’. ‘Didn’t you ask him
any questions’? I said. ‘Yes, but it looks as though I’ll need to explore what it means, learn from
who may be able to enlighten or support me, and keep in touch with the Bishop as things begin
to take shape’ he said. Breaking new ground is brave. When new really means new, there may
not be much to go on.
Mike’s story came to mind when thinking about today’s Gospel. The teenage Mary from
Nazareth in Galilee is deeply disturbed by an unexpected call form the angel Gabriel - who
wouldn't be?! When something momentous is being asked of us and our assent appears to be
expected, we at least ask ourselves ‘What’s going on here, what’s behind the call?’ Famous
paintings and artistic licence aside, this upsets any and all intended plans. Despite the
assurance not to be afraid, the more the angel talks, the more complicated and mind-bending it
becomes.
St Luke’s story is picture language for something that leaves us wanting more detail. Mary
reminds the angel she’s not married and yet she’s being asked to have a son. Gabriel’s simple
assertion about God’s intervention seems to end her doubt. Do youthful idealism and distilled
life experience share something in common? Does faith fail to dwell on problems but override
them? Is there in each of us the stubborn capacity to trust in our God who accompanies us and
beckons us to start journeys of faith and discovery? We may think that we write the agenda of
much of our lives and a lot clearly is down to our judgement and response to events. But the
God who risked himself to a teenage mother is a brilliant challenge to how we understand
service.

From his new book - Let us dream: the path to a better future

