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I.  

Good Friday is a time of great contrasts and emotional extremes, but you would be 

excused for thinking that perhaps I am making these even worse than they might be 

by introducing into the liturgy the weird first reading that I have: the story of the 

annunciation to Mary by the Archangel Gabriel of the birth of the Savior.  

 

But the fact of the matter is that March 25 is the celebration of this event. Today, 

throughout the world of Eastern Orthodox Christianity, the hymns of both the happy 

feast of the Annunciation and the sad dirges of the Death of Our Lord are being sung 

in the same services. Western Christianity couldn’t handle the strain, and so 

whenever this juxtaposition occurs, which isn’t often, the feast of the Annunciation is 

put off until the second week of the Easter season. That is what most Roman 

Catholic and Anglican churches will do. 

 

However, I thought today to take a page from the book of our Orthodox brothers and 

sisters and look at both of these occasions side by side. There is precedent for this, 

as you will see. 
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I remember a classmate of mine from theological college who insisted on putting a 

little crucifix in his church’s nativity display. It was his way of reminding his people of 

the point of the story that is so lovingly, but incompletely told at Christmas. What, 

after all, remains for most people of the little life we welcome with such abandon on 

December 25?  But it is, of course, today, March 25, that is the real beginning of the 

story, when Mary gives her ‘yes’ to the angel as humanity’s first response to the bold 

plan that God has in mind for the salvation of the world. Could she have known 

where this would lead?  

 

There have been attempts to suggest that somehow Mary was duped, or worse, by 

God in this event (which is usually celebrated as a kind of break in the Lenten 

season, but today lands straight in the center of the Passion). But they usually fall 

flat. Hans Urs von Balthasar, a famous German theologian, wrote in his The 

Mysteries of March, the consent of Mary is not only required for Christ to be born, it 

is also the “fundamental attitude” of all Christian faith and love, of contemplative 

prayer and active service. God, writes Balthasar, “could not use force on his free 

creation.” The Father does not inflict salvation, does not impose the Savior-Son even 

on the Blessed Virgin. He appeals to her will and waits for her reply. Our God, as the 

English woman mystic Julian of Norwich liked to say, “is a courteous lord.”  

 

Even as dreadful a thing as that other event we observe today, the Crucifixion, must 

be seen as part of Mary’s consent. By bringing a child into the world, parents consent 

for a full human life to begin, to play out its destiny, and to end. It’s not all first 

birthday parties and summertime play in life, not all weddings and bedtime stories. 

And so it was with the life whose beginning and end we celebrate on this one, 

ominous day. 

 

And significantly, it is Mary who will be the figure that we will encounter in both 

aspects of today’s celebration: the young girl being greeted by an angel, and the 

older woman who stands by her son at his death. In both, Mary must accede to God, 

accept His will. But she doesn’t do it in anger or resentment, but in a both 
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courageous and also introspective spirit that has forever after made her an image of 

prayer for most of the Christian world.  

 

As the Church sings in the old hymn known as the “Stabat Mater”: 

 

Jesus, may her deep devotion stir in my the same emotion, 

Font of love, Redeemer kind; 

That my heart fresh ardor gaining and a sure love attaining 

May in thee acceptance find. 

*** 

II. 

I mentioned earlier that acceptance of God’s will was part of both parts of our 

observance of March 25 this year. Certainly, Mary said yes to God’s instigation of the 

story of our salvation. But we must also remember the recurring theme of Jesus’ own 

life and witness to the coordination of our wills to that of the Father. He lived this out 

in the way his sacrifice echoed that strange, disturbing story from Genesis as 

Abraham is told to offer his son as an offering to God. Jesus taught us this is that 

most famous of outlines for prayer that we recite every day as we say, “thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven.” And at the end of the story, in the Garden, we are 

given an interloper’s view of Christ in agonized prayer as he says (in Mark’s Gospel), 

“Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet not what 

I want, but what you want.”  

 

And what God wanted was for this terrible/wonderful story to take its course: for 

new lessons to be learned by a humankind loved so much by its God that it had the 

free will to choose what could have led to its own destruction and then to choose life 

again in Christ.  

 

The final affirmation of reliance on God is without doubt our Lord’s final words in 

Luke’s version of the story: “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”  
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They say that Buddhism is the religion of resignation to the will of the Cosmos, and 

Islam, by definition of the very name of their faith, means “resignation to the will of 

God,” but our Christian Faith affirms just as complete a gift on the part of its 

members who die in Christ and are raised again in Baptism, commending their lives, 

their sorrows, their joys, their deaths and their rebirth into eternal life into God’s 

loving hands. 

*** 

III. 

March 25 this year is a time that mystics in ages past would have relished: the 

conjunction of so many significant events. As they saw it, God’s plan for the world 

was perfect to the nth degree, and times and seasons echoed this. A perfect God 

must have provided for salvation in a perfect way. Thus, all of the great events of 

salvation history must have occurred on the same, auspicious day: medieval 

calendars listed the following “anniversaries” for this date: 

 

The Creation of the World 

The Fall of Adam and Eve 

The Sacrifice of Isaac 

The Exodus of the Jews from Egypt 

The Annunciation and Incarnation 

The Crucifixion and Death of Jesus 

And, as something to look forward to, the Last Judgment would also take place on 

this date! 

 

Until 1752, March 25, not January 1, marked the beginning of the legal year. But this 

juxtaposition wasn’t always considered a mystical wonder, it could also be ominous. 

There is an old verse which runs like this: 
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“If our Lord falls in our Lady’s lap, England will have a great mishap.” So the Brits 

present should be very, very careful! 

 

All of this contributes to the sense that this is a momentous day indeed: a time when 

beginnings coincide with endings, when matters of cosmic importance are decided. 

We may be tempted to sit on the sidelines and just let it happen, but it won’t work. 

We have a role in this drama and it is a central one. You see, God didn’t deign to 

become a human being in order to impress us: this was not a wager made amongst 

the gods or a visit by aliens. No, it was for us simple, sinful human beings that all of 

this happened. Mary was our representative and our surrogate player in bringing the 

Son of God into the world, and she stood at the foot of the cross when all of the men 

ran away, and that makes her a very important person indeed. But we, too, have the 

opportunity to accede to God’s will. We, too, can say that we accept and are grateful 

for the great events of this day: the Incarnation and the Crucifixion: the mysteries of 

March and the great wheel of our salvation bringing all things together before the 

Cross. 

 

The Anglican priest and poet, John Donne, experienced this same conjunction in 

1608 when the Annunciation and Good Friday occurred together, before the Church 

of England devised its scheme to transfer the former feast day to a later date. One of 

his poems evokes this: 

 

[My soul] sees him nothing twice at once, who is all; 

Shee sees a Cedar plant itself and fall, 

Her Maker put to making, and the head 

Of life, at once, not yet alive, yet dead. 

She sees at once the virgin mother stay 

Reclus’d at home, Publique at Golgotha; 

Sad and rejoyc’d shee’s seen at once, and seen 

At almost fiftie, and a scarce fifteene. 

At once a Sonne is promis’d her, and gone, 
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Gabriell gives Christ to her, He her to John; 

Not fully a mother, Shee’s in Orbitie, 

At once receiver and the legacie. 

All this, and all betweene, this day hath showne, 

Th’Abridgement of Christs story, which makes one 

(As in plaine Maps, the furthest West is East) 

Of the’Angels Ave, and the Consummatum est. 

 

Donne says it well when he reminds us that the farther West we go, we eventually 

become East. The farther into the joy of New Life, the closer to death we draw. But 

then also, as this day tells us, it is only when we venture into death itself, as Christ 

did, that we encounter the promise of a new day, of new life. 

 

We adore you O Christ, who was incarnate for us of the Virgin Mary, and we bless 

you, for by your precious Cross and passion, you have redeemed the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


