
Advent 3 – Luke 1:39-55 
This Sunday, as we stand on the threshold of Christmas, Luke presents us with a 

kind of pre-nativity scene, two people who look a lot like us. We’re not in a barnyard, and 

the figures are not Mary, Joseph, angels, and the gathered animals. We see two women, 

one young and one old, embracing one another. They are Mary and Elizabeth. They are 

related to one another in more ways than one. They are cousins, yes, but they are also two 

women whose lives have been turned upside down in the last few months. Mary, well, we 

all know her story, with an angel barging in upon her, telling her that she is going to have a 

baby, even though she is unmarried. Her fiancé, Joseph, is jolted by this news, so Matthew 

tells us who wouldn’t be? Mary is also discombobulated by the angel’s announcement. 

Still, she tells the angel, in eƯect, “I have no idea what all this means, but here I am 

anyway. I’ll trust the Lord to work through all this.” 

A few months into her pregnancy, she goes to visit her kinswoman, Elizabeth, 

perhaps to share this surprising news with her. When they embrace, the child Elizabeth is 

bearing leaps in her womb. (Elizabeth’s pregnancy was almost as surprising as Mary’s. 

She was childless and advanced in years and thought she was well past the time of 

childbearing.) 

Then Elizabeth, inspired by the Holy Spirit, says to Mary, in eƯect, “The child I’m 

bearing has changed everything for me. I thought my life was ending, but now God has 

made a whole new chapter and given me a future. And the child you are carrying will be a 

wonder for the world. This child will grow up to be the savior of our people. God is doing 

some amazing things through us.” 



Amazing? That’s an understatement. Here are these two women, one young and 

unmarried, another older and childless, swept up into a saga, not of their own devising. In 

her conversation with Mary, Elizabeth becomes a prophet, inspired by the Holy Spirit (what 

else is a “prophet” other than someone who speaks under the instigation of the Holy 

Spirit?). She prophesies that God’s hand is in all of this. What Mary and Elizabeth, in 

diƯerent ways, experience as disruptive,  

unplanned pregnancies, Elizabeth interprets as God moving among them. 

I hear two things while listening in on Mary and Elizabeth’s meeting: 

One: God loves to surprise. Elizabeth is a prophet, just like the babe in her womb 

(who will become John the Baptist). Prophets are imagination people. They ask us to 

dream big, to see the future as God’s playground. Time and again, in Israel’s history, when 

God’s people thought they were at a dead end, the prophets looked forward and saw a 

future that was being fashioned by God’s hand.  

Perhaps we are always surprised by a prophet's foretelling, surprised that the future 

is not all up to us, that God is busy, making a way when we thought there was no way. 

The late theologian Robert Jenson once said that the way you can tell the diƯerence 

between a living God and a dead God (aka idol) is that a dead God will never surprise you. 

Idols are unsurprising because we have made them for ourselves; they are a projection of 

our imaginations, our hopes, and our fears. But God projects God’s future, which is always 

surprising and often a bit disruptive and discombobulating because it’s God’s, not ours. 



If we are going to journey with this God, the one who was busy in the impregnation of 

Mary and Elizabeth, in diƯerent ways, then expect the unexpected. Expect to be 

surprised.  

Two: The story of these two women is not only a story of surprise but also of 

vocation. Sorry if you thought Almighty God works solo or God doesn’t need ordinary folk 

like us to do what God chooses to do. God elects to do what God wants done in the world 

through people the world has never heard of, women on the margins, those whom the 

world considers either too young to be given much responsibility (Mary) or too old to have 

anything worthwhile to contribute to the future (Elizabeth), ordinary people who are 

tapped by God and given responsibilities they would never have assigned themselves. 

As a pastor, I’ve been privileged to know lots of Marys and Elizabeths, though with 

diƯerent names. Some of them were surprised to have God call them to do some task for 

God that God wanted done. Maybe they weren’t surprised by an angel, and maybe they 

didn’t become pregnant, but they still sensed God’s call upon their lives. And they, like 

Mary or Elizabeth, responded, “I don’t know why you are calling me, and I’m not sure what 

all this means, and though I find this to be disrupting, maybe even a bit embarrassing, 

here I am. Let it be according to your will.” 

Two women have been addressed by God in this Sunday’s gospel. Their address is 

not only of pregnancy but also of vocation. They are being given a part to play in God’s 

salvation of the world. That’s what vocation is all about. 



I once heard of a woman in a church who was in her eighties by the time the new 

pastor moved to town. She lived alone in a large house on the edge of town that had been 

her family’s home for generations but now was crumbling, bit by bit, the days of family 

prominence long passed. The pastor didn’t know her that well because she rarely came to 

church. Her first December at that church, she decided she would spend the month 

visiting some of her homebound, elderly church members. Working her way down the list, 

the pastor called her and asked if she could drop by for a visit. 

“Not this month, preacher,” she responded. “Be glad to see you after Christmas.” 

A bit taken aback, the pastor said, “Er, uh, right. Days before Christmas can be a 

busy time with family and gifts and all.” 

She responded, “Got no family to speak of and few friends. I’m busy with my tree 

ministry right up through Christmas Eve.” 

Tree ministry? “Yep. Some years ago the Lord laid on my heart that there were 

families in this town that couldn’t aƯord a Christmas tree. I also figured out that there were 

trees that were wasted and unsold on the lots. So, anyway, somehow, the Lord planted in 

me the notion to go out two weeks before Christmas and then begin dickering with the tree 

sellers, oƯering to take leftover trees oƯ their hands for a song—same way with the lights. 

Now, the stores expect me to hit them a couple of weeks before Christmas, so they have 

their unsold Christmas tree lights waiting for me when I get there. Anyway, I pile all that 

into my car and make my rounds in town.” 



In her mind’s eye, the pastor saw the woman’s old, battered, vintage Cadillac, with a 

backseat and open trunk full of trees and lights.  

“I don’t know why God put this in my mind. I guess because I’ve got no children or 

family. Maybe because the Lord needed somebody as smart-mouthed as me to do the 

work. Anyway, I’m too busy before Christmas to entertain you. Bye.”  

The pastor recalls that the woman’s name was Elizabeth, or maybe it was Mary, 

making a future that folks couldn’t have made for themselves. 

 

God had made people before with no parents. Adam. God had made people before 

from a man alone: Eve. God makes people all the time with two parents: all of us. What 

had God not yet done? Made a person from a woman alone. Jesus. See? God always works 

most beautifully. If that’s too far out, try this. When we have faith, even a tiny bit, things 

grow—new life forms. Something stirs from nothing. Mary believed so much she got 

pregnant. This is not a one-oƯ. It’s a template. A pattern. So it leaves me to wonder: what 

does God want to bring to birth through you? Amen. 

 


