God’s idea of “favor” differs radically from our own. When we hear the word “favor,” we may think of a party favor, the trinket given to us for showing up; but Mary did not need to show up anywhere. The angel seeks her out. Or maybe we think of a “favor” as something someone does for us and for which we are beholden to them; but this “favor” disrupted Mary’s entire life and brought her much heartache. She did not owe God anything. So then, “favor” must refer solely to God’s choice, not Mary’s benefit. Interestingly, the Greek word we translate as “favor” (charis) is the same word we translate as “grace,” and we know God’s grace has everything to do with God’s initiative, not ours.

Gabriel tells Mary that her child will be the Son of the Most-High, who will reign forever on David’s throne. Luke tells us Mary is “much perplexed by [the angel’s] words, [pondering] what sort of greeting this might be.” Baffled, Mary screws up her courage and asks a question. “How can this be, since I am still a virgin?” A reasonable question! Considering the amazing announcement Gabriel makes, it is not surprising Mary would ask, “How?” 

What is surprising is the question Mary does not ask. She does not ask “Why?” or “Why me?” In fact, her response seems to be, “Well, why not me?” There never seems to be any doubt that Mary would not say yes. She is just curious to know how God is going to do this remarkable thing. Mary’s ”how?” quickly becomes “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”

Curiously, at the time of the Annunciation, Gabriel also tells Mary that her cousin Elizabeth is pregnant, likewise carrying a special child. Mary visits Elizabeth, and the greeting between them is touching, especially the way the infant John leaps in his mother’s womb when the unborn Jesus comes near. But Elizabeth’s words are significant, too: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”

Here, at last, we confront the “Why me?” question, but it is not Mary who asks it. Elizabeth asks, “And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” Elizabeth’s “Why me” is an expression of wonder: “Why am I so fortunate to have this woman, the God-bearer, come to visit me?” Elizabeth sums it up saying: “And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”

Finally, we understand that Mary is favored (blessed) because she believes. She believes that God’s promise of a Messiah will be fulfilled in her. She believes in the truth of the promise, and she believes in the probability of its fulfillment. She wonders “How?” this will happen, but she never doubts the legitimacy of the promise. Mary never asks, “Why me?”, but instead accepts God’s will for her life with implicit question: “Why not me?”

That is a useful and important question for us to have at our disposal as we go through life, especially the more difficult passages. When something bad happens, we may be tempted to ask, “Why me?” We’re only human, after all; but there is a distinct downside to asking, “Why me?” Asking “Why me?” freezes us in place, guaranteeing that as long as we keep asking “Why me?”, that we will never make any forward progress in learning to live with that situation.

Rachel Oxhorn, a young woman from New York City, received a cancer diagnosis at age 24. Her Hodgkin’s lymphoma diagnosis was the last thing she ever expected. She was young, strong, healthy (or so she thought) with the world at her doorstep. Then came the shortness of breath, unexplained back pain, and swollen lymph nodes in her neck. The doctor thought it was just an infection, but Rachel did not get any better. She consulted an oncologist. Rachel describes the experience in her blog, The Perseverance Diaries:
He leaned back into his chair and calmly stated with absolute certainty, “It’s lymphoma, most likely Hodgkin’s”….I was in a state of complete shock, the tears began to pour out of my eyes as I attempted to convince him that “it can’t be cancer, it must be something else.” I had Googled enough diseases within the past few months that are similar to lymphoma to debate this with him. “But wait, can’t it be that sarcoidosis disease thing?…Can’t it just be an infection in my lymph nodes, maybe a bad case of mono? Maybe it’s from stress…I don’t sleep very much. I don’t know, maybe it’s asthma.…I was waiting for my alarm clock to start beeping to wake me up from a bad dream, but as the minutes ticked by, the reality sunk in...I was going to end up bald. I would have to put my life on hold and go through all of that creepy, scary chemotherapy. I needed to get a port placed under my skin to make the chemotherapy ‘easier’ to receive. My life could possibly be taken away from me at any time.

Do you hear what Rachel is saying? Behind the denial, behind the alternate explanations she explores and discards, is the very question we are talking about: “Why me?” It hardly seems fair, and it isn’t fair. But who said the universe is fair? Who said God treats us “fairly,” if by that word we mean our life is going to be at least as good as everybody else’s, and possibly better? Look around the world and you will see that every person has some burden, some weight they carry. Unfortunately, bad things do happen to good people. If we number ourselves among the good people and something unexpectedly bad happens, then isn’t there something in us that naturally wants to cry out, “Why me?”

Sometimes we are compelled to live with a tough situation long enough that, after prayer and reflection and walking with God through the valley of the shadow of death, we come out the other side. When that happens, our question changes. No longer do we ask, “Why me?” Instead, we ask, “Why not me?” As Rachel moved through her diagnosis and treatment, she reached the point where she could write these words:
Many times during and after treatment I couldn’t help but think “stupid, stupid cancer. You almost took my life. You took my hair. I still feel like crap sometimes, probably from all of the chemicals I’ve been exposed to. You made me vulnerable. It could come back again. Forever I will have to get scans and be reminded that I had you in the first place”….There are many sayings out there about how harboring unforgiveness is like drinking poison and hoping your enemy will die. It does no good to hold onto bitterness, to have a grudge weighing you down. Cancer is sad, it is grueling and terrifying, but it has been a phenomenal teacher that I have loved to hate and then learned to accept…Thank you, cancer, for challenging me, scaring me, and showing me just how much of a badass I can be. Even when I feel weak, I remind myself of how tough I was. So cancer, I forgive you.2

This is an unorthodox way of writing about such a terrible experience; but it is honest, and from the heart. We vividly see the spiritual transition Rachel made from “Why me?” to “Why not me?”  The remarkable thing about Mary is that she moves so directly to “Why not me?” without pausing for even a moment at “Why me?” Mary knows intuitively that life is a gift from God, and that God is good to us even amid personal struggles. 

One day, not long after, Mary and Joseph would flee with Jesus to Egypt, one step ahead of Herod’s murderous soldiers. And one day, far in the future, this same courageous woman would stand at the foot of a cross, looking on as her son died in agony. Did she ask, “Why me” even on those dark days? It seems unlikely. Three days later, of course, she and the other women would see Jesus again with nail marks in his hands and feet, but more alive than they had ever seen him. Her question, surely, was still the same: “Why not me?” “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” May you be so “favored,” through whatever ups and downs you may encounter, through whatever trials and heartaches life may bring, that this will be your question, too!

Prayer: Favoring God, thank You for taking the simple things of life and servants who are humble in spirit, to be lifted up and used by You to Your praise and glory. I pray that I would walk humbly before You all the days of my life and that You would use me in whatever way You choose, to Your praise and glory. In Jesus' name I pray, Amen.
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There’s a little three-line poem, written by a pastor from New York. It’s called, simply, “Virgin”: It seems everyone wants at least 3-5 years’ experience. Except God, that is. He looks for the one willing to try something new.1 Never were words more truly spoken, as applied to Mary, the girl from Nazareth whom God chose to bear the Messiah. Of the millions of girls God might choose, God chose Mary. Were it not for the remarkable fact that she gave birth to a baby named Jesus, we probably would not even know her name. Her place in history is secured by what happened to her on one day when, out of nowhere, Mary had a visit from an angel.

The scriptural account in Luke is sparse: “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary” (Luke 1:26-27). Luke never reveals what Mary was doing when the angel appeared to her. Maybe she was doing household chores or walking in the countryside or lying peacefully in bed before nodding off to sleep. Neither does Luke tell us how Mary experienced the angel. Was Gabriel a ghostly apparition streaming heavenly light, or a soldier of God clad in gleaming armor, or an ordinary person with an ethereal gleam in his eye? 

Gabriel says, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” By this greeting, Gabriel might mean that Mary is favored because, of all the young women on the earth, she is a real standout, especially faithful and virtuous. We have no reason to doubt that Mary was all these things, but there is probably another reason. The angel calls Mary favored because of the remarkable role God has chosen for her to play. The initiative here is entirely God’s. It is God who chooses Mary to bear the holy child. For this reason alone, the angel describes Mary as favored.

But is Mary really favored? Many people in Mary’s traditional society would not think so. There were rather rigid ideas surrounding the ethics of marriage and pregnancy and childbirth in Mary’s day. Women typically married as young as 12 or 13, so it was not Mary’s age that was the issue. The issue was that Mary was not yet married, only betrothed. Mary offered no explanation for her unexpected pregnancy other than this cockamamie tale of an angelic visitation. If the village gossips got hold of this juicy tidbit it would likely lead to Mary’s swift fall from respectability into lifelong disgrace. “Favored one?” Hardly! 

