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It wasn’t’ the fact that the angel Gabriel was standing there that disturbed and perplexed her.  It was his 

words, his greeting that shook her.  The German poet Rainier Maria Rilke describes it like this in his 1912 

cycle of poems, The Life of the Virgin Mary:  

 

Not that an angel entering her room 

(remember) was the cause that startled her. 

She gave no further thought to an angel’s 

appearance as others notice beams of 

sunlight, or that of the moon at night, play 

hide and seek upon the walls and ceiling 

of their chambers.  And that these journeys were 

quite troublesome for angels never crossed her mind. 

 

Luke tells us that, “she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might 

be”. It is that word favored that holds all the trouble.  It is that word that forces her to pause and 

ponder.  

The word favored in this verse can be defined as ‘freely beloved’.  In other words, as one commentator 

puts it, you are favored because you are receptive to the gift of God’s grace.  Favor means you have 

already accepted the gifts God has given you. If an angel descended and told me I was favored because I 

had already accepted the gifts God had given me, my first questions would be, which ones are they? 

What had I so fully and unknowingly accepted? According to that greeting from Gabriel, Mary was being 

congratulated for being an average young woman, from an average family, in an average town, living 

her average life complete with what appears to be simple average gifts.  

But the angel sees how his word disturbs her and so Gabriel continues: Do not be afraid, Mary, for you 

have found favor with God. There is that word again. Favor.  You have found a blessing brought to you 

within God. Don’t you get it, the angel says, you are whole, you are living out the gifts God has given 

you.  And now, he continues, there is more. You will conceive in your womb and bear a son even though 

you are just engaged to a nice carpenter, but don’t worry because you have found favor with God, so 

when your simple average life is split open and that baby who is Son of God by the way, and whose 

name will be Jesus, comes into the world, you will be fine.  For you have found favor with God 

remember?  You have already proven that you have what it takes to do this, to walk this path, and to do 

it well.  

Mary simply says, How can this be? Translation: I am not saying yes, but hypothetically, if I were to say 

yes, I would need to know about certain logistics. So Gabriel explains, sort of. Because truly I don’t know 

how even an angel can assure a young virgin that conceiving the son of God won’t be terrifying on more 

than one level. But the angel does what he can and tells Mary that Elizabeth is also pregnant by 

miraculous (albeit different) means and that she won’t have to do this entirely alone.  

Between the end of Gabriel’s message and Mary’s answer, I imagine a thick, silent pause.  It is weighty, 

full of questions she poses to herself.  What gifts have I accepted?  Am I capable of doing this? Will I be a 



good mother?  What will Joseph say?  Am I strong enough? Can I give up my whole life to this? Do I have 

the option of saying no? Do I really have the option to say Yes?  

I imagine that Mary went through some sort of ontological terror, this questioning of who she really was 

and what was really being asked of her. In this moment, her entire being was called into perspective and 

question. With one word her entire world would change.  To say yes would catapult her into the realm 

of being a mother to the Son of God and all that that would entail and mean.  And to say no, she would 

be telling God that he had it wrong, that she wasn’t capable, that she couldn’t do this, that her gifts 

were not enough and that he should have cast his favor on someone else. 

Then I imagine that after that long pause, she took a breath, looked up, and spoke.   

Rilke describes it this way:  

 

Not that the angel’s entrance was the cause,  

But his youthful face bending so closely  

Above hers, that, when looking up, her eyes  

Met his, so powerfully, as though the world  

Outside were suddenly all emptied, and  

What many millions say, pursued and carried 

Were crowded into them: angel and maid; 

Seeing, and that which is seen: eye and eye’s delight, 

And nowhere else save in this chamber--: see, 

This is startling! And they were startled, both.  

 

 She said yes. And you see, by saying yes, Mary was saying that she believed that she had accepted the 

gifts given to her, whatever they may be, that she was capable of doing what was being asked of her, 

that she was going to actively take part in this birthing of the Son of God. By saying yes, she was taking 

becoming a cocreator in this process. And that yes sent a resounding quake through heaven and earth 

that we are still feeling the effects of.  She said yes, and I do believe it startled them both.  

 

Thomas Merton wrote in his journal: Perhaps I am stronger than I think.  Perhaps I am afraid of my own 

strength and turn it against myself to make myself weak.  Perhaps I am most afraid of the strength of 

God in me. It takes power and strength to accept the gifts that we have, whatever they may be. It takes 

power and courage to live out our lives with integrity and authenticity.  It takes power and strength to 

put ourselves in the hands of God who has plans to bring heaven and earth together, to love his 

creation, to bring about wholeness. .” It takes courage to allow ourselves to be who we are meant to be 

and are meant to become.  

 

As Marianne Williamson says, “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.  Our deepest fear is that 

we are powerful beyond measure.” What I find most interesting about this passage is not what it tells us 

happened, but it doesn’t tell us. We don’t know why God found favor with Mary, simply that God did. 

Even Mary doesn’t know why. The point is not what her gifts and strengths were, the point is that God 

knew them and trusted them and knew what they could do. We are not inadequate for the roles God 

calls us to, he has already given us everything we need to do them. We just can’t be afraid to use them.  

 



 By saying yes, Mary was affirming that in fact, she could be the Mother of Jesus. She could stand up to 

the world around her and raise the Son of God.  By saying yes, she affirmed the gifts that God had given 

her, and trusted that God knew what was going to happen. And even without knowing what those 

specific gifts were, her yes is laced with the understanding that God would not leave her to do this 

alone. Her yes spoke of possibility and courage, willingness and trust.   

And it all happened because a simple girl living an average life, lived it the best she knew how, and had 

found favor.  

 

 


