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We are living through the most unsettling times I have ever 

experienced.  Many of us are having to deal with heightened 

levels of anxiety.  For some of us this is new and we are not used 

to the physical sensations, increased heartbeat, inability to settle 

or sleep, loss (or gain) of appetite, tears or the inability to cry 

when we want to. 

 

Now is the time to surround yourself with the words of faith 

which bring you strength and encouragement.   

I hope that we can share some of these with one another over 

the coming weeks.  Michael Bayley and I have been talking about 

how we might share each other’s stories of faith more effectively 

– maybe that is just what we need right now.   

 

My faith has grown in times of adversity.  In fact, I would say that 

it has been during times of crisis that my sense of God has 

peaked.  I am particularly aware of how this happened during my 

teenage years. 

 

I longed to have a fervent, passionate faith.  I was critical of my 

parents who seemed to me to have a religious life rather than a 

living connection with the God who changes and challenges us.  

(Oh the certainty of youth!)  I wanted my faith to make a 

difference in the world and I believed that if I was more open to 

God then God would use me more effectively. 

 

Between the ages of 15 and 25 I learned that this was true but 

not at all in the way that I had imagined.  I felt broken, again and 

again and again.  Each time I wondered whether it was my lack of 

faith that led me into a depressive response; if I had faith the size 

of a mustard seed I would be able to show the world what 



courage looked like, I would smile in the face of hardship.  I was 

young and I was very hard on myself. 

 

Looking back at those ten years in my life of faith, I was learning 

what it meant for me to be broken.  I was learning that God’s 

love did not follow my achievements.  I became aware of my 

need of God and of God’s faithfulness even in my darkest hour. 

 

I remember that one of the prayers which gave me comfort 

during this time was this: 

Lord, I do not love you. 

Lord, I do not even want to love you. 

But Lord, I want to want to love you. 

 

This spoke to my longing but it encouraged me because it also 

told me that there were religious people who didn’t always 

experience a sense of God’s closeness.  When my thoughts were 

turning to self-destruction my God didn’t judge me but 

whispered to me that we were in this together.  God was not 

frightened by my fear or offended by my anger.  In fact, one of 

the huge turning points for me was when I was in utter grief and 

a wise Baptist minister gently asked me whether I had ranted at 

God because, he said, God is big enough to take it. 

 

That was the night when I felt that my faith truly became my 

own.  I was so angry with God for my pain, but even more for 

the pain that others were suffering (my friend had died and his 

mum was in agony).  I shouted and screamed until I exhausted 

myself, and then when I regained some energy I sobbed and tore 

at my sheets.  This was not how it was meant to be… 

 

Something met me exactly where I was.  It didn’t rescue me and 

it certainly didn’t make me feel any better.  I was hurting and 

continued to hurt.  But I knew that I wasn’t alone.  I knew that I 



wasn’t being judged as inadequate but loved as fully human.  By 

then I was already familiar with The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran but 

didn’t realise until much later that I was living through the 

experience of crying all of my tears (so that later I would be 

more able to laugh all of my laughter). 

 

I haven’t chosen today’s readings because of the particular times 

we are facing, John Schofield chose these readings to accompany 

our Lent course on generosity.  Many of us have been working 

through these materials (you can get hold of them on the website 

or we can post them to you) and have been reflecting on how 

generosity is revealed through a variety of biblical characters. 

 

We have found ourselves asking questions of these people – why 

did Jesus notice the poor widow’s contribution and what did the 

woman with the perfume think she was doing when she broke it 

and poured it over Jesus’ feet?  Who was most “prodigal” in the 

story of the father and his two sons, and where was the mother?  

Why did Zacchaeus climb the tree (and what’s the significance of 

the sycamore?) And, on Mothering Sunday, how do Naomi, Ruth 

and Orpah show us what it means to be faithful to one another? 

 

Oh, the riches of this course – if you haven’t had a look, please 

do so, and if you have, look again.  Look at the picture on the 

front cover from the “hunger cloth” – “Enough is Enough”… 

Let the stories of these people speak to yours and may they 

touch you with their humanity, with their brokenness, with their 

longing.  These are not stories about people who always get it 

right, these are stories about people like you and me, who long 

for God but often fear that we’re just not good enough for God 

to come close to us. 

 

And so, today, we reach Mary’s story. We come to Mary having 

been reminded by Ezekiel of the valley of the dry bones.  What a 



nightmare scene confronts us… we don’t need to use our 

imagination as country after country records a spike in the death 

rate which challenges everything we value about dying well.  

Spare a thought for our funeral directors, for all who are caring 

for the bereaved at a time when funeral services have already 

been cut and more cuts are likely to follow… 

 

We don’t necessarily reach a young woman who was chosen 

because of her purity and virtue but because she could bear the 

truth.  What an extraordinary possibility…  This young woman, 

barely more than a girl, was chosen because she was open to 

God and because her heart could bear the anguish and loss of all 

that lay before her… 

 

Mary was young enough not to have had the passion knocked out 

of her.  When she felt that something was being asked of her she 

was perplexed, anxious.  She may have had palpitations and 

sleepless nights but the message she received was, do not be 

afraid.  This was no judgement of her but an acknowledgement 

that she was terrified.  Set your troubled heart at rest. 

 

When she realised what was being asked of her she questioned 

God – how can this be?  Not me, I am not ready for this… 

But gently, over time, with the spirit of God echoing her spirit, 

constant, faithful, she came to a place of generosity: Here am I, 

the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 

word.  Your will be done. 

 

But Mary was not expected to manage this alone.  She was 

directed towards an older woman with more experience than 

her and she hurried to Elizabeth.  She went in haste, she was 

anxious and excited. And when they met, they knew that 

something extraordinary was happening.  They knew that God 



was with them, that the ground on which they were standing was 

holy.  It was messy, perplexing, silencing, debilitating, and holy. 

 

And Mary sang with passionate faith about the God who has 

already done such magnificent things! 

 

This young woman can see that what is happening is not all about 

her but is about a God who is generous and faithful, a God is 

revealed within time but who is not limited by our time.  Here 

and now Mary sings with joy but her song reaches way beyond 

her own experience to Abraham and all his descendants; it 

touches each of us when we catch a glimpse of the God who is 

faithful and true, for he has looked with favour on the lowliness 

of his servant. 

 

We find ourselves in extraordinary times and yet we too face an 

invitation, if we are open enough to let it enter us.  The love of 

God is not a statement but a reality, not a proposition but an 

invitation, not a goal but a Way.  It is as real for you and me as it 

was for Mary, or Zacchaeus and as life-changing too. 

 

I knew what was being asked. 

I said, “Why me?” 

God shrugged. 

I had two questions. 

“Will they hate me?” 

“Will they hate the child?” 

God wept. I stared. 

“Will you do it?” she asked. 

I gave the answer I knew I’d regret. 

 
From “A Star-filled Grace” by Rachel Mann 


