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“Do We Really Have a Choice?” 

Some of you know Bill and Jeannie Downs, who were members here for about 10 

years before they decided it was best for them to attend church closer to their 

home in Wildwood.  Last Tuesday I saw Bill at the monthly Lunch Bunch gathering, 

where I’ve been delighted to see him become somewhat of a regular.  Bill and 

Jeannie usually attend church here on Christmas Eve because it is, as Bill said, “In 

the marriage contract to do so” and because it’s one of the high holy days at Faith 

Des Peres, the other two (according to Bill) being Easter and Trout Lodge.  Bill told 

me he hoped they’d be here Christmas Eve and might even have some of their 

Roman Catholic family members in tow.  “Hey Annie,” he asked, “If they’re there, 

can you thrown in a couple of ‘Hail Mary’s full of grace’ to make them feel at 

home.”  Bill, being a lifelong Presbyterian like me, knew that suggestion would not 

only give me a good chuckle but would also make the hairs on the back of my 

neck stand up.  Because Presbyterians, and Protestants in general, just don’t 

know what to do with Mary.  We don’t pray to her, we don’t worship her, and 

except for Advent, we don’t really talk about her.  Unlike our Catholic brothers 

and sisters, we don’t believe Mary was extraordinary.  In fact, John Calvin – that 

great reformer – used to the say the extraordinary thing about Mary is that she 

was ordinary, a peasant girl, someone who was sinful just like the rest of us but 

was included in God’s work despite that.  John Calvin said that Mary received the 

underserved love of God, just like the rest of us do – and that’s what makes her 

extraordinary.   

For some contemporary theologians, she’s a teenage prophet who fearlessly 

announced the arrival of God’s kingdom on earth.  And there are still others who 

claim she was a victim of divine coercion.  For some theologians, she represents a 

model of pious femininity – ever sinless, ever mother, and (drumroll please) ever 

virgin.  It’s the last, of course, one that causes most of us to stumble and (if you 

can believe it), the one I want to focus on today.  And not because I want to talk 

about the virgin birth, but because I want to talk about what we believe to be 



true.  For you see, most Protestants, Not knowing quite what to do with a virgin 

birth,  have either made it a fundamental tenet of the faith, which of course, it is 

not, or, limited by our conceptions of what is and is not possible in the physical 

world, have allowed science to trump theology.  I’m sure there are plenty of you 

who have your fingers crossed when we confess in the Apostle’s Creed, “I believe 

in the virgin birth . . .”  Or, perhaps you’re a little like the teenagers, who a few 

years back when they were in middle school had a class on the virgin birth, which 

was thankfully led by Sarah Ludlow and not one of their mothers (can you imagine 

the horror?), and when I asked my boys what they learned, they reported back 

“We learned it’s bad to be a virgin . . .” which left me speechless both as their 

mother and the pastor, and I know wasn’t what Sarah taught! 

Fred Buechner once said: 

If you believe God was somehow in Christ, it shouldn't make much difference to 

you how he got there. If you don't believe, it should make less difference still. In 

either case, life is complicated enough without confusing theology and 

gynecology.  In one sense anyway, the doctrine of the virgin birth is demonstrably 

true. Whereas the villains of history can always be seen as the products of heredity 

and environment, the saints always seem to arrive under their own steam. Evil 

evolves. Holiness happens. 

This matter of truth is an important topic every Sunday, but it’s especially 

important during these high holy days such as Christmas and Easter when we’re 

talking about things a resurrection and birth virgin birth – does it matter if it’s 

factually true how Christ entered the world and how he left it?  Or can we believe 

it’s still true without believing it’s factually true? 

A few years ago someone recommended to me a religious book.  This book was 

written by a man who was an atheist and set-out to prove that everything 

Christianity believes in is absolute rubbish-just made up of fanciful stuff, things 

like the virgin birth and the resurrection.  In his zeal to disprove everything he 

claims he actually found proof that everything really happened.  In other words, 

he found “The Truth”-capital T.  It’s not a book I would recommend, because it’s 

based on the premise that one needs proof-documentary evidence-facts-to 

believe the Bible is true.  I say, “Rubbish to that.  Where’s the faith?  Because faith 

is not something to be proved; it is the assurance of things hoped for, the 



conviction of things not seen.  And facts don’t require any personal investment on 

our part.  Once something is proven to be factually true, we can go about our 

business and not think much about it.   

But faith is different.  It requires an investment on our part, and asks us to use 

more than just our minds.  Faith requires us to get our hearts and imaginations 

involved, too.  Because while facts can tell us what something is, they can’t tell us 

what something means.  Even if we could prove that everything in the Bible is 

factually correct, from 7 days of creation to Jonah getting swallowed by a fish to 

Jesus being born to a virgin, it still wouldn’t tell us what it all means.  For me, it’s 

not so important whether Jesus was factually born to a virgin or not; what is 

important, is what it means to say that he was.  And to me, that’s a theological 

question, not a scientific question.  What does it mean to believe that God came 

in the form of helpless baby to a young, poor, unwed girl?  Do we believe that 

with God nothing is impossible, just like Mary proclaims, or do we believe that 

there are limits to what is possible with God? 

Because, that my friends, is what this story is really about.  It’s about God, not 

Mary. And it’s about truth.  Is truth defined or limited by human understanding, 

intellect, science, and common sense?  Or is there a truth bigger than human 

reason, a truth that transcends our ability to understand, a truth that flies in the 

face of reality?1 

In his book “Reading the Bible Again For the First Time”, Marcus Borg points out 

three stages of reading and hearing the Bible, which so many people turn to find 

the truth.  We all start out in pre-critical naiveté, Borg says, in which we hear the 

stories as true.  We take it for granted that whatever our teacher or parents or 

authority figures tells us to be true, is indeed true.  Take for example the 

Christmas stories.  Chances are you took it for granted they really happened that 

way, that there really was a magic star, that the holy family really did journey 

from Nazareth to Bethlehem, that Jesus really was born in a stable and laid in a 

manger, that wise men came to visit, that angels sang to the shepherds in the 

night sky. And, most importantly, it took no effort on your part. It didn’t take 

faith. You simply had no reason to think otherwise.  

                                                           
1 John Buchanan, “What We Believe About Jesus: His Promise”. 



But then in late childhood or early adolescence we begin to question things and 

ask “Is this really factual?”  This is critical thinking, and everyone enters this stage.  

We begin to question how Santa Claus could deliver presents to all the kids in the 

world in a single night.  In terms of faith, we ask did creation only take 6 days, was 

Christ’s body really resurrected, how can he be born of a virgin?  As critical 

thinkers we become suspect of these things, and so now it takes faith to believe 

things we would normally reject as true. 

Borg points out that when we first enter critical thinking, it can seem like a 

liberating stage, realizing that all that stuff we learned as kids is up for grabs. But, 

he says, if you remain within the framework of critical thinking decade after 

decade after decade, and you can stay in it your whole life, it becomes a very arid 

place in which to live. 

The last phase is one Borg calls post-critical naiveté, and sadly it’s not a phase that 

everyone reaches. Many people never get out of the critical phase because they 

cannot hear a story that may not be factually correct but still believe that it is 

true.   

Post-critical naivety is the ability to hear these stories once again as true stories, 

even when you know that they may not be factually true, because their truth 

does not depend upon their factuality. Post-critical naiveté is the ability to hear 

the Christmas stories once again as true stories, even though you’re pretty sure 

that Jesus was born in Nazareth and not in Bethlehem, even as you’re pretty sure 

that the magic star and the wise men themselves come from an exegesis of Isaiah 

60. You know all of that, but you’re still able to hear these as true stories, because 

they affirm that Jesus is the light coming into the darkness, or affirm that the 

Herods of this world are constantly seeking to destroy that which is born of God. 

You hear all of that as true.  (Marcus Borg, Spirituality and Contemporary Culture” 

lecture, June 1-3, 2000)  

In terms of Mary’s story, you believe it’s true not because you can prove she was 

a virgin, but because you believe nothing is impossible with God.  At least, that’s 

why I believe it’s true.  I believe it’s true because I’ve seen families pick-up the 

pieces after a loss and find joy again; I’ve seen people find love again; I’ve seen 

parents work through painful times with their children; I’ve seen people who 



thought they would never have a child have one; and I’ve seen people who 

thought cancer would kill them live another 10 years to tell about it. 

I believe Mary’s story is true because I believe that somehow, some way, the 

powerful will be brought down from their thrones, and the lowly will be lifted up; 

that the hungry will be filled with good things, and those who don’t help them will 

be sent away empty.  I believe Mary’s story to be true because I occasionally see 

these things come to pass, and I believe that one day, they will.   

And this, my friends is what Christmas is all about.  Christmas has the courage to 

believe that with God, all things are possible.  Christmas encourages us to believe 

that no matter what happens, no matter what bleak, miserable stuff life and the 

world throws at us, that God is coming.  And not only is God coming, but God is 

coming for you.   

This is the beauty of the God Mary proclaims, and I believe it to be true. 

And not because it’s factually true, but because it proclaim this truth: That the 

God who set in the world in motion at the very beginning, is also the God who 

raised up a Savior for us, who came to us, who lived among us, and who was 

born among us – for nothing will be impossible with God.   

Amen. 

 


