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	Here we have a brick. Ordinary red brick, nothing special. 
	Here’s the question: What does this brick mean?
	It can mean lots of different things. 
If I’m a contractor, this brick might be one of a thousand that I’m using to build a house. So for me it means work, a paycheck, the chance to do what I’m trained to do.
If I’m the person who hired the contractor, the brick is part of where I’m going to live. Maybe it will help shelter my family and keep them warm. I’m feeling good about this brick. 
	If I’m growing houseplants, maybe I can bash this brick into pieces and put them in the bottom of my flowerpots for drainage.
	If I’m throwing an outdoor party in the summer and it’s windy, maybe this brick and its sisters can help hold the plastic tablecloth in place. 
	If I’m thrifty, this brick can go in my toilet tank to save water.
	If I’m a college student, this brick can help hold up my bookshelves.
	If I’m a protester in Cairo right now, this brick could be an instrument of social change as Egypt makes a difficult transition to civilian rule.
	So this ordinary red brick means different things in different situations. Context matters.
	Context matters when we’re looking at the Bible as well. And so on this first Sunday of the season of Advent, we begin a short series of messages on the context of the Nativity stories. My hope is that we can take a fresh look at these stories in Matthew and Luke and search for what third-graders call “context clues” – indications in the text of what the story would have meant to its first hearers. When we do this, we can discover a Christmas story that is richer and more challenging than the one all of us grew up with. 
	To do this, we’re going to draw on the work of Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan, two high-profile biblical scholars. Both have been key players in the historical Jesus movement, which uses critical analysis to try to get at the historical figure of Jesus, using the Gospels as primary source material. They have some interesting insights on this age-old account of the birth of the Christ Child.  
	Today’s installment is about Jesus’ mother, Mary, and Luke’s account of how she was visited by an angel named Gabriel to announce that she will conceive and bear the Son of God. 
	Now, the Lukan account is the one that forms the basis for most Christmas pageants. It’s in Luke that we have the angel’s Annunciation to Mary, the holy couple’s journey to Bethlehem, the manger, the shepherds in the fields. Matthew’s version of the Nativity story is more about Joseph than about Mary, and from Matthew only the visit of the Magi, the wise men from the East, made it into, for example, A Charlie Brown Christmas. Of the two, we’re mostly thinking about Luke’s story when we think about Jesus’ birth. 
	Luke’s account pays special attention to Mary partly by making the point that she is a virgin. The word appears three times in the 10 verses that Wendy read for us, and it’s here where it’s helpful to understand the cultural context of the story. Because what Luke is doing is one-upping both Jewish tradition and the popular culture of first-century Palestine. 
	Jesus is not the first person in the Bible to be conceived in a miraculous way. Indeed, the Old Testament – the scriptures used by the Gospel writers – tell of several amazing conceptions. In biblical tradition, some of the greatest leaders of Israel were born to barren or aged parents. 
	For example, in the book of Genesis, the patriarch Abraham and his wife, Sarah, have been unable to bear children, a great tragedy in a society where God’s blessing took the form of having many children. Then, when Abraham is 99 years old, God comes to him and says, “You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations; I will make you exceedingly fruitful.” Sarah is 90 years old at the time. And both Abraham and Sarah laugh when they hear this promise of God. But sure enough, she becomes pregnant and bears their son Isaac. If that happened today – a surprise birth out at the assisted-living residence – it would be the lead story on the 6:30 news. This was a miraculous birth.
	The great biblical judge Samuel was born in a similar way. Hannah and Elkanah have been unable to conceive for a long time. Then Hannah promises God that if God will give them a son, she’ll dedicate him to God’s service, and sure enough, miraculously enough, she becomes pregnant, and Samuel is born.
	Now, these are miracle births. So what’s different about Jesus’ birth?
	What’s different is that Abraham and Sarah, and Hannah and Elkanah, had normal marital relations. (The account in 1 Samuel says it kind of sweetly: “Then the woman went to her quarters, ate and drank with her husband, and her countenance was sad no longer.”) The births of Isaac and Samuel were miraculous because their parents were old and barren; that’s how the Hebrew Scriptures portray a miraculous birth.
	But according to Luke, Mary and Joseph have not had sexual intercourse. And so the miraculousness of Jesus’ birth is a step up from the Old Testament stories that were part of the popular storytelling in that culture, like stories of the Kardashians are everywhere today. Not only is Jesus’ birth miraculous, it’s miraculous in an amazing new way – his mother wasn’t just barren, she was a virgin! The Nativity inaugurates a new relationship with God, and so Jesus’ birth is even more miraculous than the births of transcendental figures in the old faith tradition. With Jesus, it’s special.
	So Luke’s birth story one-ups the Jewish tradition of miraculous births. But it goes Greco-Roman tradition one better as well. Specifically, it’s designed to trump the popular narrative that says Octavian, who would become the Roman emperor Caesar Augustus, was the son of the god Apollo.
	Borg and Crossan quote the historian Suetonius on the circumstances of Augustus’ conception to his mother, Atia:
	“When Atia had come in the middle of the night to the solemn service of Apollo, she had her litter set down in the temple and fell asleep, while the rest of the matrons also slept. On a sudden a serpent glided up to her and shortly went away. When she awoke, she purified herself, as if after the embraces of her husband, and at once there appeared on her body a mark in colors like a serpent, and she could never get rid of it; so that presently she ceased ever to go to the public baths. In the tenth month after that, Augustus was born and was therefore regarded as the son of Apollo.”
	Well, that’s an interesting story to hear when your parents are telling you about the birds and bees, isn’t it? But everyone in Mary and Joseph’s culture would have known that story about the emperor of their days, and so when they heard Luke’s story about Jesus’ birth, they couldn’t help but compare. 
	And what they’d realize was that in Greco-Roman culture, and notably in the story of the emperor’s birth, divine intercourse takes place in a physical manner – usually when a male god has intercourse with a human woman. And so even if the woman was a virgin before this unusual night in her bedroom, she is no longer a virgin afterward. It’s a physical union.
	But Luke’s claim, again, is that Mary remained a virgin, and Jesus’ conception as the Son of God took place even more miraculously than Augustus’ conception, because there was no physical intimacy involved. “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you,” the angel says to Mary. It’s not a physical coupling. She never felt a thing. No wonder she was surprised when the pregnancy test came up positive!
[bookmark: _GoBack]For Luke, Jesus was conceived in exactly that way – and he has the angel Gabriel lay it out for his listeners so no one misses the point – because Jesus is more special than the most powerful man in the world, the emperor Caesar Augustus. Again, Luke goes the popular culture one better. And the story sets the stage for Jesus’ political challenge to the ruling authorities.
	So the point of these context clues is not to reinforce Luke’s Nativity story as history, as a verifiable record of facts. Jesus the Christ is too important for the Gospel to give just the facts about his birth. The mechanics are not the point. The point is that in a world in which divine conception was accepted as a given, Jesus’ conception was singular. Special. No one had ever been conceived this way before. And knowing this, we emerge from the first chapter of Luke awestruck and excited to hear, as Paul Harvey would say, the rest of the story. 
	May God help us to grow in understanding in this season of Advent. Amen.

