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Luke 6:6-11 
On another sabbath he entered the synagogue and taught, and there was a man there whose right hand was withered. The scribes and the Pharisees watched him to see whether he would cure on the sabbath, so that they might find an accusation against him. Even though he knew what they were thinking, he said to the man who had the withered hand, "Come and stand here." He got up and stood there. Then Jesus said to them, "I ask you, is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?" After looking around at all of them, he said to him, "Stretch out your hand." He did so, and his hand was restored. But they were filled with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus. 
Many people visit our churches, to research their ancestors. And for every one that visits, there are two or three more who ring up or write, asking for details of the parish registers. 
Our Parish registers go back to the early 17th century, and you can even see some tombstones that old in the churchyard, although tombstones only really became popular in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 
I don't have any ancestors in this area, but some of you who were born and bred in the village may have ancestors going right back to the beginning of parish records, and actually, even longer if you did but know it. There's something quite special about continuing in a long line of ancestors. You're part of the history of your family, and many of you are also part of the history of this church, through your family and through the Parish registers. 
Why is that sort of history so important? Partly because society as a whole has suddenly got much more interested in finding out their own family histories, and partly because it gives us an anchor. We discover we're not alone, but that all those generations of our own family have trod this particular piece of earth before us, and it's fascinating to discover where we belong and where we've come from. 
If you were to start reading Matthew's gospel, you would discover that Matthew's gospel begins with what sounds like a long and incredibly boring list of names, but it's actually much more than that. It's a list of Jesus' ancestors supposedly going right back to Abraham, the founder of the Jewish race. It presents the coming of Jesus as the climax of Israel's history, and the events of his conception, birth, and early childhood as the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. 
The genealogy is probably traditional material that Matthew edited. In its first two sections (Matthew 1:2-11) it was drawn from the Old Testament books Ruth 4:18-22; and 1Chronicles 1-3. But except for Jechoniah, Shealtiel, and Zerubbabel, none of the names in the third section (Matthew 1:12-16) is found in any Old Testament genealogy. We don't know where Matthew found those names. 
One of the problems in researching the ancestors is that you might find out something you'd rather not know, like someone hanged at Tyburn or exported to Australia on the prison ship or burned as a witch. Jesus was no exception to this, for his genealogy in Matthew's gospel reveals quite a chequered history. The women Tamar (Matthew 1:3), Rahab, Ruth (Matthew 1:5), and Bathsheba, (Matthew 1:6), all bore their sons through strange and irregular unions. 
Tamar was raped by her brother, Rahab was a prostitute, Ruth seduced a distant cousin of her mother-in-law and Bathsheba bore her son Solomon as the result of adultery with King David. None of those events are glossed over in the Bible, they're all down in its history and they're all part of Jesus' own family history. 
Interestingly, Jesus was related to all these ancestors not through Mary his mother, but through Joseph, his father. No records were kept of ancestors in the female line, for females were utterly unimportant. 
How refreshing it is then, to have one female who stood out from the crowd and who has been venerated and admired for 2000 years. 
What was she like, this young woman who we celebrate today, for whom many churches are named, and who became the mother of God himself? In some parts of the Christian church she's known as Mary Theotokos � Mary Godbearer. 
Imagine this girl, probably a young adolescent of fourteen or fifteen, being visited by the Angel Gabriel to tell her that not only would she bear a child, but that that child would be the Messiah, the Saviour of the whole world. 
Naturally Mary was terrified, and objected to the angel's words, "Oh no! Not me!" As well she might, for it isn't so very long ago in this country that to bear a child out of wedlock was considered the most appalling disgrace that could fall upon a family. 
Joseph, the man who had been chosen by her parents as a suitable husband for Mary, was so shocked by the news that she was carrying a child who wasn't his, that he wanted to end the marriage contract there and then. 
He could have been much more vicious, and demanded that a girl apparently carrying the evidence of adultery in her body should be executed by stoning, as the Law allowed. It's a measure of Joseph's own stature and humanity that he simply wanted to quietly ditch the arranged marriage. In the end, of course, he too was visited by an angel, and he stood by Mary. 
But what of Mary herself, this young girl probably still in her teens, whose dreams of a happy marriage and a stable home must surely have been shattered by the angel's terrifying news? Not only was she to be disgraced before the whole community, but she was told she had the responsibility of raising God himself, God in a human being. 
It's tempting to think that once she said "yes" to the angel, everything was all right. But that's not actually the case. There are hints in the Gospels that Jesus was regarded by many as illegitimate (eg. Mark 3:31-35, Luke 11:27-28, Luke 12:51-53 and see the Gospel according to Jesus by Stephen Mitchell), and there was a well-known rumour circulating for many years after his death, that his real father was a Roman officer. 
At that early stage of the angel's visit, it was predictable that life would never be easy for Mary. Yet after only a very brief and half-hearted protest, she not only acceded to the angel's wishes, but burst into a song of praise for God. That song of praise is the Magnificat, and our last hymn this morning is a lovely version of it. 
We don't know much about the childhood of Jesus, and so those years are lost to us from Mary's life too. We do know she had some difficulties with her son after he'd begun his ministry, for on one occasion she rounded up his brothers and went in search of him to bring him home, for she thought he'd gone completely mad (Matthew 12:48, Mark 3:33). This was at the time when he was beginning to wind up the authorities by his words and his actions. 
But that was nothing compared with what was to come. The death of a child seems like the worst thing any mother ever has to endure. But the execution of a child in a most brutal and shaming way is infinitely worse. 
I wonder what it feels like to learn your son is to be executed as a criminal? Yet Mary had the courage to stand there at the foot of the cross as her son hung from it. She had the courage to be there for her son when he needed her support, no matter what the cost to her. Somehow she found the strength to stick it out, to be alongside him in his hour of greatest need. 
And for me, this is the lasting impression of Mary. Someone warm and loving and gentle, as in all those pictures of the Virgin and child, but someone who was no pushover. Someone who had a tough life, but who handled it well and who was very resilient. Someone with enormous courage and strength of will. And perhaps above all, someone who was very close to God. So close, that she didn't moan about the awful way life had treated her, but simply got on with it, clinging to God and praising him even during the bad times. 
Perhaps that's something we can take home from this magnificent church of St Mary the Virgin. A picture not so much of an innocent and inexperienced virgin, which incidentally is translated from the Old Testament Hebrew word "almah" as lass or damsel or maiden, and which is translated from the New Testament Greek word of "parthenos" as maiden or unmarried daughter. So a picture not so much of a virgin, but more of a woman with enormous emotional strength, with tremendous unconditional love, and with a demanding and challenging closeness to God. 
Our family history may not be quite the same as Mary's family history, but we can all take inspiration from this amazing woman. She had no advantages in life, yet she came out on top. She was given an impossible task � bringing up the Messiah � and she managed it. She knew unimaginable suffering and she handled it. We may not be quite like Mary, but we too can be the best that we can be, and we too can be as close to God as she was � if we dare! 


