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My late mother-in-law Cora used to pray for actors. Given the troubles of some Hollywood
stars, this might sound like a reasonable practice. But Cora wasn’t praying for the actors in their
personal lives. She prayed for the characters they were playing onscreen. “Oh Jesus, please help
her,” she’d pray when a young woman’s marriage was on the rocks or when danger lurked in a
dark alley. “Bless him, Lord,” she’d intercede on behalf of the poor guy who’d just lost his dog
or his job or his mind.

You might be leaning in right now, hoping for another heartwarming Christmas miracle
story. Like that my mother-in-law was responsible for the happily-ever-after endings of all those
holiday specials. But the Reverend Scrooge is here to tell you, I’'m pretty confident that the
prayers of Cora Pote failed to remove a single hardship from even a minor character in a second
rate miniseries. I’m sorry, but the prayers of Cora Pote didn’t work. Not those prayers at least.

Strangely enough, though, Cora knew her prayers didn’t alter plot lines on the Hallmark
Channel. But that didn’t stop her. Looking back, I’'m not so sure those prayers were
unsuccessful. It’s my narrow, rationalist view of prayer that may have missed the mark. Because
Cora’s prayers weren’t logical negotiations with a convincible God. They were more like the
utterances of someone in a gifted state. They arose instinctively, unbidden. They were instances
of love that she gave away to the world, just as Jesus said we should give: “expecting nothing in
return.”

I know. You’re thinking, “Wait a minute. It’s Christmas Eve! You’re jumping ahead to the
Sermon, not on the Mount, but on the Plain, as it’s called in Luke. But this notion of giving with
no expectation of return, this gifted state of being to which Jesus calls us was not just a little
ethical advice tacked onto the redeeming mystery of the Incarnation later, when the holy infant
grows up and starts commenting on what he sees. It’s the shape of salvation itself, because it is
the nature of love, which is the nature of God, not to coerce or to extract, but to give. Always and
only to give.

There’s a scandalous detail in the Christmas story that anchors it in the realm of gift. At
least it’s a scandal to modern, rational folk like us. Yes, I’'m referring to the theological
embarrassment known as the virgin birth, which causes a lot of Episcopalians to clear their
throats and look at their shoes at its mention in the creeds. And there are some commonly held
views of the doctrine that I think may pull us out of the gifted state it was meant to draw us into.

One is that since sin kept traveling from one human life to another across the generations
going back to Eden, that chain had to be broken so Jesus could be the sinless victim that was
required as a payment for all that badness. So the Holy Spirit impregnated Mary to keep her child
unblemished by that original sin. There may well be wisdom in speaking of sin with metaphors
about racked up debts and even genetic transmission, since it seems to be the inheritance of
every human life that ever was. And sins do have a way of compounding in our lives and in the
lives of the people we hurt over time. But there’s something almost idolatrous about saying God
is at the mercy of the terms of a draconian repayment agreement for sin, like the fine print on a
credit card statement. You also might note that it’s the emperor and some guy named Quirinius
who so seem bent on registering things in the Christmas story. God arrives in the body of a girl
whose life doesn’t count for much of anything as the world keeps score.
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The virgin birth is also presented sometimes as one more miracle that God dropped into
human history as a test. Unless you add it to the list of things you believe to be literally true, you
fail the Christian doctrine quiz and none of the benefits of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection
will be available to you. If you became an atheist or an agnostic because you just couldn’t bring
yourself to believe in a God like either of those I’ve just described, there’s at least one person in
the room tonight who doesn’t believe in that God either. And someone seems to have let him into
the pulpit!

But these are not the only ways Christians have approached the mystery of the virgin birth.
Not the only ways at all.

There was a German mystic in the fourteenth century known as Meister Eckhart. He was
one of those saints who wasn’t satisfied to know things about God. He wanted to know God
intimately. He wanted to encounter God, to be absorbed into the love of God as fully as possible.
The systems that made God seem like a divine accountant struck him as foolish. My apologies to
any actual accountants here tonight. We appreciate your work and are happy for you to make
ledgers for our finances, but, please, not for our sins. Eckhart thought that viewing God as a
stingy moral accountant was not only dead wrong about God, it was deadly to the human soul.
It’s deadly because, if that’s our view of God, we’ll never come to give with no expectation of
return. We will obsess constantly about the returns for our actions if we think God is obsessing
over them too. And that’s no way to enter into any loving relationship, especially with God.
Because the nature of God is not to calculate returns. “God’s nature is to give himself entirely,”
said Eckhart. “I will praise [God] for being of such a nature and of such an essence that [God]
must give.”

For Meister Eckhart, the proper response to the God whose nature is always to give is
detachment from anything that might get in the way. It is to make oneself as transparent and
open as possible to receiving what God gives us and all of creation for free. “That man should
receive God in himself is good,” he wrote, “and by this reception he is a virgin.” It was Mary’s
utter openness to the indwelling of God, not her moral uprightness, that makes her the model for
all of us. “Know then,” our wise German guide continues, “that God is bound to act, to pour
himself out into thee as soon as ever he shall find thee ready... It were a very grave defect in
God if, finding thee so empty and so bare, he wrought no excellent work in thee nor primed thee
with glorious gifts.”

Mary, the one human involved in this miracle, didn’t earn or or audition for the role of
virgin mother. She simply said yes to God. “Let it be unto me according to your will,” was not an
act of blind obedience or resignation to a fate. It was an opening of a space in Mary to receive
the gift of God. And in doing so, Mary wasn’t setting herself apart from us. She was showing us
the way.

What do you need emptying of, dear virgin friends, so that God can prime you with
glorious gifts, that your life might be give away with no expectation of return?

Well, there’s a lot of talk about gift giving around Christmastime. But I’'m just going to
take a wild guess that one or two of the so called gifts you wrapped up to give away felt more
like obligations, or maybe even settling a debt. There’s even a Christmas story as miraculous as
the virgin birth about a bearded man in the sky who sorts the naughty from the nice in a list,
which determines what he will stuff down your chimney tonight. That’s good and well, as far as
it goes. But we must be clear, Christian people. What Santa distributes are not gifts. They are
rewards for good behavior.

The grace of Christmas is a different story entirely. The good news is that the virgin’s way
is open to all of us, if we see our spiritual work as nothing more, but nothing less, than making
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our hearts ready to receive what it is God’s very nature to give away. And it is in receiving that
love that we find our own lives primed with gifts. Gifts which we can’t help but give away any
more than Cora Pote could stop praying for the poor lost souls on her television.

Living this gifted existence, giving away our lives with no expectation of return, is not
some high calling reserved for a few saints. It is the life you and I were created for, friends. And
it’s still available to us, if we take up the virgin’s way, and prepare room in us for the divine gift
that still longs to be born into this world through your life and through mine.

In the end, the grace of Christmas may enter your life not by any of your own doings at all.
Not even by deciding to open yourself up to it. Because as a saint named Brian Doyle once said,
“You can brick up your heart as stout and tight and hard and cold and impregnable as you
possibly can and down it comes in an instant, felled by a woman’s second glance, a child’s apple
breath, the shatter of glass in the road, the words I have something to tell you, a cat with a broken
spine dragging itself into the forest to die, the brush of your mother’s papery ancient hand in the
thicket of your hair, the memory of your father’s voice early in the morning echoing from the
kitchen where he is making pancakes for his children.”

Dear friends, this Christmastide, maybe just keep your virgin heart cracked open to the
ordinary instance of grace that might topple the bricks you’ve stacked up around it, and open you
at last to the gifted state that every last one of us was created for.
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