December 23, 2018

Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)

The Burden of Birthdays

The observance of Jesus’ birth is a reminder to look for God incarnate in those around us.

AT A GLANCE: 
Birthdays are usually happy occasions. But they do bring some pressure: parties, presents and more. Christmas is no different. Ironically, we often become distracted and distraught while planning to celebrate the birth of the Prince of Peace. So why is this birthday often such a burden?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s OT text, see “Thin Places,” December 23, 2012, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

Group singing is rapidly becoming a lost art in our wired culture. Members of the Greatest Generation who are still among us remember the simple joy of singalongs around a piano in someone’s living room or a church hall, but that’s a pleasure largely lost on most of us who are younger.
	There are just four occasions — outside of hymn-singing in church — when we typically consent to remove the earbuds, stow the smartphone and join our neighbors in song.
	The first is a solemn observance: singing the National Anthem together at a sporting event or community gathering.
	The second is during the seventh-inning stretch at a baseball game. Against all odds, the first stanza of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” — a pop song of a bygone era — stubbornly endures.
	The third is at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve. Although the Scots dialect of “Auld Lang Syne” is largely incomprehensible to modern English speakers, most partygoers cheerfully mumble their way through it (the champagne helps).
	The fourth is singing “Happy Birthday to You” just before the guest of honor blows out the candles on the cake. For quite some time, that couldn’t happen in restaurants — which is why they made up their own cheerful, often irritating, hand-clapping ditties. The song was still under copyright. Now that it’s in the public domain, “Happy Birthday to You” is bigger than ever.
	There’s something very personal, even intimate, about singing “Happy Birthday to You.” Unlike the other numbers in our oh-so-limited national songbook, this is the only song directed to a particular individual. Except for the restaurant setting — in which the whole gang may cheerfully join in, even if they don’t know what name to insert at the end — those who sing this song generally know the birthday boy or girl very well. It’s personal that way.
	We do remember and observe the birthdays of some people we don’t know personally, mainly because there are Monday holidays associated with them  — George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr. — but if it weren’t for the day off from work, even those would probably escape our attention.
	The other big public birthday celebration, of course, is Christmas. The irony here, though, is that nobody knows when Jesus’ real birthday was. December 25 was chosen by the early church, several generations later, as a way to blunt the impact of Roman winter solstice celebrations. As the pagans celebrated the coming of the sun, Christians celebrated the birth of the Son of Righteousness.
	
The people who are there at the true birthday of Jesus — whenever that may have been — know him very well indeed. The only family members present are Mary and Joseph. Tipped off by an angel, various and sundry strangers show up — hard-living shepherds stumbling down from their high pastures, an angelic army arrayed in the heavens and later (according to Matthew), a few bewildered astrologers from the East — but the scene in the Bethlehem stable is astonishingly low-key and intimate, considering the fact that this birthday boy is the Savior of the world.
	There is a birthday song, of course. It’s not “Happy Birthday to You,” but “Gloria in Excelsis Deo.”
	How do Mary and Joseph receive this child? Is his birth a joyous celebration, or a burden?
	Not every birthday is a cause for joy. Most births are moments of joy, because even the most anxious, impoverished mother typically finds some way to put worry aside and marvel at the gift of new life cradled in her arms. But as we journey through the years of our lives, and as birthdays pile up one atop the other, many of us greet the day with resentment or even dread.
	Birthdays, of course, are not only an acknowledgment of who we are. They’re also potent signs of the passage of time, and many of us are not happy about growing old. 
	Think of the poignant celebrations of 100-year birthdays, which even in this time of lengthening life expectancies still sometimes make the newspapers. As the new centenarian gathers her precious breath to blow out the candles on her cake — surely fewer than 100, for that would be a conflagration — there’s the lingering question of how many more such celebrations there may be for her. There’s also the awareness of how many of her contemporaries are no longer around to join the festivities. Perhaps “Happy Birthday to You,” on such an occasion, would be better rendered in a minor key.

As Mary visits her cousin Elizabeth, she sings her own birthday song: an anthem of God’s triumph that is not without its dark themes — the scattering of the proud, the fall of kings. What a burden she has to bear! Yet, what a blessing she discerns in the midst of it all.
Jesus’ birthday is a burden for Mary and Joseph, no doubt about it. The news of Mary’s pregnancy during her betrothal period sets off a minor scandal. It nearly leads to a breakup of her relationship with Joseph. As so often happens with awkward pregnancies everywhere, Mary travels away from home for a while. Whether her parents arrange to have her sent away, or whether she undertakes the journey on her own, no one knows. It could very well be that everyone needs to get a little distance from each other to sort out this ambiguous news — a mixture of joy and anxiety.
	Fortunately for Mary, she has somewhere to go, a place where she can be assured of a warm welcome. Her older cousin Elizabeth is also expecting. Whatever her neighbors in Nazareth may be whispering about her, she knows she and Elizabeth will have much to talk about.
	Elizabeth receives her with the warmest possible greeting: “Blessed are you...” It’s not the sort of thing people typically say to an unmarried teenage mother. No, the people around such a young woman are more likely to say, “Cursed are you. Cursed are you, to have brought such a fate down upon yourself and upon this family.”  
Elizabeth, however, has no such reservations.  She welcomes her kinswoman with open arms. She blesses her.
	More than that, Elizabeth treats Mary as her social superior, despite their difference in age: “And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” The very fact that Elizabeth’s own unborn child leaps in the womb is an early sign of what the adult John the Baptist will one day say of his cousin Jesus: “He must increase, and I must decrease.”
	Mary’s not the only one who can sense the blessing in this upcoming birthday. Elizabeth does too. Between them, they have more than enough faith to see this thing through, giving life to both Jesus and John: two men who, between them, will change the world.
	It couldn’t have happened, though, without the faithful vision of Mary and Elizabeth, enabling them to bear the burden of this birthday.
	
It’s not always an easy thing to glimpse God’s promise in these days before Christmas. It’s so much easier to see the things the world is fond of seeing this time of year. As all of us know, the promise of the secular Christmas is merrymaking, without true joy. It’s a profusion of material goods, bereft of spiritual values. It’s frantic, scurrying people grasping for things they don’t have, all the while failing to celebrate gifts of the Spirit they’ve already been offered in abundance.	
	Faced with the onslaught of Christmas materialism, it’s easy for good, Christian people to get discouraged about the holiday. We all do it: we complain. 
· We complain about Christmas trees going up in department stores before Halloween. 
· We complain of how “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” and “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” so often seem to drown out “O Come, All Ye Faithful” and “Silent Night.” 
· We complain about giant inflatable Santas and snowmen on front lawns. 
· We complain that the holiday seems to have hijacked the holy day.
	Well, these things are all true observations, but if we let our distaste for yuletide materialism eclipse the spiritual meaning of Christmas, then the materialists have won. The birthday will have become a burden.
	There are two ways to get sidetracked by secularism at Christmas: We can simply surrender, giving in completely to shallow “Seasons Greetings” materialism, or we can invest so much energy fighting it that we lose track of what Christmas is all about.  
Far better to go through these few remaining days of Advent smiling with amusement at the tinseled excess all around us — all the while remaining attentive to the true gold that glimmers only briefly, and can be discovered only by those who truly and earnestly seek it.
	Barbara Brown Taylor is one of our finest contemporary American preachers. She has this to say about what traces of God we can glimpse in the world around us, if only we open our eyes:
	“The same pattern of rebirth that I learned in baptism showed up in everything from bathing to watering plants. The same pattern of relationship that I learned in communion was available in every meal eaten mindfully. The laying-on of hands took place as I held a crying baby or rubbed the shoulders of a tired friend. With a little oil, I could even offer the sacrament of a pretty good massage. When I walked outside and looked at the smoking compost heap, I saw a sacrament of death turning into life. When I used my little bottle of Wite-Out to correct a mistake, I remembered that my errors did not have to be permanent. Everywhere I turned, the most insignificant things in the world were preaching little sermons to me. Everywhere I turned, the world was leaking light. All that was required, apparently, was my willingness to be a priest — to walk through the world aware of God’s presence, ready to hold ordinary things up to heaven with my own hands so that I and anyone else who was interested could see the holiness in them — even the soiled and broken things that were just waiting for someone to come along and love them (I learned this part from Jesus). ... Following the leader, I take the very ordinary stuff of my life into my very human hands. I bless it, break it so that the light comes out, and then I offer it back to God — who, nine times out of 10, says, ‘Thanks, but you can have it. I made it all for you.’”
And how do we teach this sort of spiritual discernment to others? Dorothy Bass tells the story of a mother who has a rather wonderful way of teaching her children to be attentive to signs of God’s activity around them. At the end of each day, instead of asking her young kids, “How was your day?” or something similar, she asks them instead, “Where did you meet God today?”
	“And they tell her,” Dorothy says, “one by one: a teacher helped me, there was a homeless person in the park, I saw a tree with lots of flowers in it. She tells them where she met God, too. Before the children drop off to sleep, the stuff of this day has become the substance of their prayer.”
	We could do much the same thing in these swiftly-passing days before Christmas. If, as we move in and out of both the sacred and secular manifestations of the holiday, we only ask ourselves, “Where can I meet God in this?” we may be pleasantly surprised at how often God pops up.  
Even the tackiest, most materialistic holiday observances have at their base a deep yearning for the good, the kind, the beautiful. Better to affirm the good that’s present there than to lose ourselves in griping and criticism. It’s a sure-fire way to make the birthday a blessing, not a burden.
	In the words of Luke, blessed are you, O Mary, “who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken ... by the Lord” (v. 45). 
Blessed are you, as well, if you walk through these final days of Advent with eyes wide open to the signs of God’s presence — and God’s promise — all around!
Lisa Hadler, Sheryl Kester-Beyer, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Barbara Brown Taylor talks about how the world has a way of “leaking light” (see above). What does she mean?
· The Incarnation is that moment in which God meets humankind in the flesh. How, then, do we meet God? God came to us; how do we come to God?

Sources:
Bass, Dorothy. Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time. Jossey-Bass, 2002. 15.
Blackburn, E.A. A Treasury of the Kingdom. Oxford: Geoffrey Cumberledge, 1954.
Taylor, Barbara Brown. When God Is Silent. Cowley Publications, 1988.

THE OTHER TEXTS
DECEMBER 23, 2018, Cycle C

Micah 5:2-5a
What Does the Text Say? 
Today’s reading from Micah foretells a future ruler of Israel coming from the town of Bethlehem. For obvious reasons, early Christian writers applied this oracle to Jesus. The original context and significance of the oracle were puzzling in their details but hopeful in their perspective. The direct address to Bethlehem (v. 2) does and does not come out of nowhere in the book of Micah. The superscription to the book (1:1) identifies the work as a collection of oracles “concerning Samaria and Jerusalem.” Micah’s concern was the injustice he witnessed (or learned of) in the twin kingdoms of Israel (whose capital was Samaria) and Judah (whose capital was Jerusalem). This injustice stemmed from the corruption of the leaders in both capital cities, which set the tone of widespread corruption elsewhere in the two nations. The abrupt singling out of “Bethlehem of Ephrathah” for special address is completely unheralded at the narrative level. On the other hand, Micah was from Moresheth-gath (1:1, 14), a small village about 25 miles southwest of Jerusalem, and Bethlehem was also a small village about 5 miles from Jerusalem in the same general direction. Micah’s perspective, therefore, was shaped by the village life of his background (unlike his aristocratic prophetic contemporary, Isaiah of Jerusalem). It was in such villages as Moresheth-gath and Bethlehem that Micah saw both the rapacious effects of social injustice and also the hope for a return to authentic Yahwism under a leader untainted by big-city life. To this extent, Bethlehem’s sudden appearance in the book, while unexpected, is not inconsistent with the thrust of Micah’s overall message.
 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Bethlehem — House of Bread. The sermon today has as its focus the “little town of Bethlehem.” Prior to the sermon or following it, you’d surely want to sing the Christmas carol. Since this OT text mentions Bethlehem, use the opportunity to talk about the town in which Jesus was born, and if you’ve visited Bethlehem, point out some of its features including the Shepherds’ Fields, the touristy shops, the Redeemer Lutheran Church, the Church of the Nativity, Rachel’s Tomb and so on. Then explain that the name of this town means literally “house of bread.” Close by observing that in this house of bread was born the Bread of Life, Jesus himself, who said, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35, 48). Remind the congregation that Jesus is the One who is our staff of life, our sustenance.
*Homiletics has treated this text four times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Micah in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 1:46b-55
What Does the Text Say?
Mary offered her hymn of praise, the Magnificat, while she was visiting her cousin Elizabeth (vv. 39-45). According to Luke, two noteworthy events preceded Mary’s homage. The initial event was that “when Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb” (v. 41a). Then, sometime during the visit, “Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit” and blessed Mary as “the mother of my Lord” (vv. 41b, 43). After Mary listened to Elizabeth’s tribute, the gospel of Luke recites Mary’s celebrated song, which is a blending together or assemblage of several OT passages and themes, including many from Psalms. Of all the OT allusions that scholars have identified in the Magnificat, the most obvious reference is to Hannah’s song, found in 1 Samuel 2:1-10 after Samuel’s birth. The link is especially noticeable in the opening lines, as Mary extols God: “My soul magnifies the Lord, / and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (v. 46b-47; cf. 1 Samuel 2:1). But whereas Hannah rejoiced because she was no longer barren and because the Lord has vindicated her and granted her a personal victory over her rival, Mary celebrates because the Lord had chosen her, a lowly servant, to bear “the Son of the Most High” (v. 48a; Luke 1:32).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Song of Mary. This sermon focuses on Mary, often forgotten in the telling of the Christmas story. Yet Mary’s role is pivotal, of course, and her obedience and surrender to God’s will crucial. Dig into this text to mine nuggets that might provide insight into Mary’s character. Although only a teenager, she is religiously devout. Her soul “magnifies” the Lord (v. 46). She is pleased to be chosen by God and can’t help but express pride that future generations will call her “blessed” (v. 48). She recognizes God’s saving power. She appreciates that God does not neglect the poor, that God has “filled the hungry with good things” and that God brings down the “powerful from their thrones.” Focus on the phrase “filled the hungry with good things.” Are we hungry? God wants to fill us with good things. God wants to satisfy our hunger. The One who is born on Christmas Day is the same One who said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matthew 5:6). Mary says that God fills the hungry. Jesus said the same thing. During Advent, let’s be hungry and seek God’s “filling.”
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Luke in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Hebrews 10:5-10
What Does the Text Say? 
The pericope in Hebrews 10:5-10 appears in the context of a larger discourse on the inadequacy of the sacrificial system in light of Christ’s ultimate sacrifice. Verses 1-4, immediately preceding this pericope, outline the insufficiency of sacrifices, where verses 5-10 begin to set up the argument that Christ serves as the ultimate sacrifice, a point that is reinforced in the verses that follow (vv. 11-18). Verses 5b-7 more or less replicate the text of Psalm 40:6-8 (LXX 39:7-9). There is, however, at least one intriguing variant here between the text of Hebrews and the Greek text of the Septuagint. The Hebrew text of Psalm 40:6 literally reads “ears you have dug for me.” The Septuagint preserves this sense with a translation that might be rendered, “Ears you have prepared for me.” However, as the NRSV’s translation of Hebrews 10:5 indicates, the Greek in Hebrews differs from the Greek of the Septuagint by rendering the text, “A body you have prepared for me.” While this variant could be explained away on the basis of synecdoche, where the whole is being used to signify the part, the change could be more intentional. Given the reference to Jesus’ body that appears in verse 10, it seems likely that the author of Hebrews is slightly altering the psalm’s text in order to bring it in line with the point that will follow concerning Jesus’ body and its effectiveness as a sacrifice. Furthermore, this change also suggests that reading verse 5a as an intentional nod to the theological significance of the Incarnation is likely correct. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Baby and the Body. This is a tough Christmas text. But it offers an important message about Jesus’ role or place as the last sacrifice for the atonement of sins. Yet, rather than getting into too much detail about the sacrificial system, the preacher might instead observe that the “body you have prepared for me” (v. 5) reminds us of the humanity of Christ. The humanness of Jesus is evident when we look at the baby in the manger — we see a baby and a body. This is the Son of God! We will see flashes and evidence of his divinity in the miracles and the wisdom of Jesus later. But the cradle and the cross point out to us the humanity of Jesus. God has clothed himself in flesh and become like us. This child will walk with us and show us God, for he is the “way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6).
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Hebrews in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
The 18th-century English painter and poet William Blake had a remarkably fertile imagination when it came to things of the Spirit. All his life, Blake cultivated a naive openness to the world around him. “I know that this world is a world of imagination and vision,” he wrote. “I see everything I paint in this world but everybody does not see alike. To the eye of a miser a guinea [the gold coin] is far more beautiful than the sun and a bag worn with the use of money has more beautiful proportions than a vine filled with grapes. The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing which stands in the way. As a man is so he sees. When the sun rises, do you not see a round disk of fire something like a gold piece? O no, no, I see an innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying, ‘Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty.’”
	Thankfully, the sort of spiritual vision demonstrated by Blake is not limited to the 18th and 19th centuries in which he lived.

##

It’s a scene that happens in the early months of pregnancy, in many an obstetrician’s office across this great land.  
	An expectant mother and father are ushered into an examining room. The mother-to-be lies on her back, on a vinyl-covered table topped by a sheet of crackly white paper. The nurse asks her to pull up the lower portion of her blouse, exposing her swelling abdomen.
Taking a plastic squeeze-bottle, the nurse spreads a thin film of clear, conducting jelly on the expectant mother’s skin and takes up a device that resembles an oversized electric razor. It’s tethered by a thick wire to a large, electronic console on wheels. Slowly the nurse slides the handheld device over the expectant mother’s abdomen. It emits a soft, buzzing noise.
Off to one corner of the room sits the a medical technician, peering intently into a computer screen.  “Aha!” he exclaims, swiveling the screen around so the mother- and father-to-be can see it.  “Look there!”
The parents look — and there, almost lost in the grainy, low-resolution image, is a tiny, beating heart. They squint, and look some more: a scrawny leg becomes visible to their eyes, then an arm. A coil of umbilical cord connects to what must be the belly. The head — chin bent downward to the chest — seems impossibly large.
It’s a modern miracle: the ultrasound scan of a fetus in utero. Nowadays, it’s the first vision most parents have of their child. That grainy, indistinct ultrasound image —  thoughtfully given to them on a disk by the medical office staff — is likely to appear on social media.
Ultrasound wasn’t available, of course, to Mary and Elizabeth, those two expectant mothers in the first chapter of Luke. When Mary, cheeks flushed with pregnancy (and with the residual awe of having recently met an angel), comes up to her cousin Elizabeth, both women rely on the timeless technique of a hand on the belly to sense the reality of the child within.
Elizabeth doesn’t need the touch of a hand any longer, for the moment she beholds her cousin walking toward her, “the child leaps in her womb” (v. 41). Elizabeth’s son — the child who will one day become John the Baptist — has, in some mysterious way, come to recognize his own cousin: Jesus Christ, Savior of the world.
Somehow, with a mother’s intuition, Elizabeth and Mary can each see the promise, growing within them.  Through tears of joy they gaze into each other’s eyes. Without exchanging a word, each one knows the other is deeply blessed.

##

For certain celebrities, a gift card or a bouquet of flowers just doesn’t cut it as a birthday present:
· Channing Tatum’s wife Jenna Dewan gave him not a rescue dog or cat, but a rescue horse.
· Kanye West rented out a whole movie theater to celebrate the birthday of his wife, Kim Kardashian. He invited the guests to dress up like the pregnant Kim — baby bump and all. She responded the next year by renting out the Staples Center for $110,000 so Kanye and his best buds could play a game of basketball.
· Victoria Beckham bought her husband David not an expensive bottle of wine, but a whole vineyard.
· Johnny Depp bought his wife, Amber Heard, a yacht. (Did she know, the writer asks, that, a while back, he’d bought his ex an entire island?)
· Angelina Jolie bought her then-husband Brad Pitt a waterfall.
· Katy Perry bought her then-boyfriend Russell Brand a couple of tickets on Virgin Galactic’s promised (but not yet scheduled) trip into space. It cost her a cool $200,000. Then they broke up. (Will they have an interplanetary reunion someday?)
· Back in the day when they were still together, Tom Cruise bought his fiancée, Katie Holmes, a $20 million private jet. (Wonder who got it in the divorce.)
· Back when “Bennifer” were an item, Ben Affleck is said to have bought his girlfriend, Jennifer Lopez, a $105,000 toilet seat, glittering with diamonds, rubies and sapphires. How romantic.
—“7 crazily elaborate celebrity birthday presents,” Marie Claire, May 4, 2016. marieclaire.co.uk.; Kaitlin Reilly, “The craziest, most expensive gifts celebrities have ever received,” refinery29.com. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

The first day of January isn’t celebrated as New Year’s Day in Afghanistan. But since the American invasion, it’s become a new kind of holiday — a de facto birthday for thousands of Afghans who don’t know when they were born.
During protracted wars in the 1980s and ’90s, the government didn’t have a system in place to register births. Because identification cards and driver’s licenses weren’t standard in this impoverished nation, families saw no reason to record the exact dates. Government paperwork asked only for an approximate birthday on the Islamic calendar.
But when the United States and its NATO allies arrived, they brought with them a flurry of job opportunities, visa applications and Web sites that all required a specific birthday on the Roman calendar.
“Those of us who don’t know when we were born selected January 1st,” said a U.S. Army interpreter named Tariq, who first wrote the date on his job application with the military and would repeat it when he applied for a visa, and whenever anyone asked. “It was very easy to remember.”
—Kevin Sieff, “In Afghanistan, Jan. 1 is everyone’s birthday,” The Washington Post, December 31, 2013.
washingtonpost.com. Retrieved June 13, 2018.

##

At the beginning of Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic opera, The Pirates of Penzance, the hero Frederic is looking forward to the end of his apprenticeship as a pirate — which was all a mistake anyway, as his hard-of-hearing nanny misheard his father’s instructions to apprentice him to a pilot. The terms of his apprenticeship say he is to be freed on his 21st birthday.
There’s only one problem. Frederic was born on Leap Year Day, February 29 — so, even though he’s 21 years of age, he’s only had five birthdays.
Being a comedy, it all works out in the end and everyone lives happily ever after. But until that happens, birthdays — not just the years of one’s life — take on an outsized importance.

##

In the Presbyterian church of Fredericksburg, Virginia, some years back, a second-grade girl from the congregation was playing the role of Mary in the Christmas pageant. She had studied her lines carefully, as best she understood them.
When the angel told her she was going to have a baby, she responded with wide-eyed incredulity, but with her own spin on the famous line: “How can this be, for I am a Virginian?”
Only the adults noticed.

##

He told me that once when he was a little boy, he spent all day Sunday watching at the window, waiting for Jesus to come to Bern. I asked him, “And in the evening, you were disappointed?”
He said, “No, the waiting was wonderful!” I think that attitude remained throughout his life.
—Eberhard Busch, speaking of his friend Karl Barth.

##

Working through ordinary people like Moses and Mary, [Archbishop Desmond] Tutu said, God can accomplish extraordinary things. Tutu drew laughter from the congregation as he reconstructed the exchange between the Angel Gabriel and Mary:
Knock, knock.
“Come in.”
“Hello, Mary.”
“Hello.”
“I’m Gabriel, the archangel.”
Mm-hmm.
“God asks, ‘Will you be the mother of his Son’?”
And she says, “Whhh-what? You know in this village, you can’t scratch yourself without them knowing that you’ve done so, and you’re asking me to be what? An unmarried mother? No, no, no, no, no. I’m a decent girl. Try next door.”
“We would have been in a real pickle,” Tutu observed. “Mercifully for us, she said, ‘Behold, the handmaiden of the Lord.’ And God was able to accomplish a splendid work. The Incarnation could happen. Jesus could be born, and our salvation be set under way.
	“For God, you are someone who is indispensable. There isn’t anyone quite like you. There isn’t anyone who can serve God quite like you. There isn’t anyone who can replace you. And God depends on you. 
	“There’s a story that we were told at one of the Lambeth Conferences a number of years ago,” Tutu continued, “of a Russian priest who was not very sophisticated, and a young, brash physicist rushed up to him and said, having totted up all the normal arguments for atheism, this guy then says, ‘And therefore, I don’t believe in God!’ 
“And the little priest said, ‘It doesn’t matter. God believes in you.’
“God believes in you,” Tutu finished quietly. “God believes in you.”
—Archbishop Desmond Tutu, in a sermon at the Cathedral of St. John in Providence, Rhode Island, February 20, 1999 (Episcopal News Service).

Commentary
Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)

Mary’s visit to Elizabeth in Luke 1:39-45 represents the intersection of the previously parallel, but as yet unconnected, stories of these two women found earlier in the chapter. Luke begins his gospel by introducing the miraculous conception of John and then the conception of Jesus. Luke maintains a literary structure in each story that is duplicated in the other. In both cases, the parents’ childless state is mentioned and explained (vv. 5-10, 26-27). In both cases, the listeners are troubled by the angel (vv. 12, 29), and the angel tells them not to be afraid (vv. 13, 30). In both cases, there is a proclamation of a son’s forthcoming birth, a son whose name is already determined, and a son who will be great (vv. 13, 15, 31-32). In both cases, the angel is questioned (vv. 18, 34), and a sign is given to authenticate the angel’s words (vv. 20, 36). Mary’s sign, moreover, is this: “And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren” (v. 36). The stories, brought close by a similar form, now connect by means of the familial relationship between the two women. Verse 38 ends with a poignantly beautiful scene in which Mary accepts both the honor and the responsibility God has given her (“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word”), and Mary departs to visit her cousin, about whom she has just been told. 
As Mary enters the house of Zechariah and Elizabeth, these stories conflate briefly into one. As they do, the priority of Mary and her unborn son becomes apparent. Mary greets Elizabeth, and two important things happen highlighting this priority: One, Elizabeth’s baby is said to have “leaped in her womb,” and two, Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, proclaims a blessing on Mary (v. 41). 
The symbol of Elizabeth’s baby leaping in her womb is both a visually descriptive detail and an interesting reworking of an OT image. In the story of Isaac and Rebekah, the latter, who once had been barren, miraculously becomes pregnant with twins. But while in the womb, the unborn twins “jostled” each other. Rebekah is told that this jostling symbolizes the coming discord between the nations that would descend from each of the twins (Genesis 25:21-23). The prophecy ends with the rather foreboding quotation: “and the older will serve the younger” (v. 23, NIV). The prophecy does, in fact, come about, and the story of Jacob and Esau, as well as their descendants, is one of strife and anger. Yet in the story of Elizabeth and Mary, there is no indication or hint of jealousy between the two women, nor any between the two unborn sons. In fact, quite the opposite is true. In Elizabeth’s praise of Mary, she reiterates what the story has already told us: that her baby leapt in her womb at the sound of Mary’s arrival. Yet in Elizabeth’s prophetic telling, she adds the detail that the baby leapt ἀγαλλιάσει “in rejoicing,” or “for joy.” This is a transformation of the story of Jacob and Esau. Here the “older will serve the younger” but this time in joy and thanksgiving.
The same holds true of Elizabeth’s own relationship to Mary. As already alluded to, the essence of Elizabeth’s blessing is the priority of Mary’s position, even over Elizabeth’s own. Filled with the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth attests to the honored state of Mary with phrases such as “blessed are you among women,” (v. 42) and “why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” (v. 43). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit, which is apparent, among other things, by the fact that Elizabeth is given knowledge of Mary’s pregnancy itself, as well as of who the baby will become. This once again brings the stories into a parallel structure: Mary is told of Elizabeth’s pregnancy by the angel Gabriel; Elizabeth is told of Mary’s pregnancy by the Holy Spirit. 
Another theme of Elizabeth’s praise of Mary centers not merely on Mary’s status as the one carrying the Lord but also on Mary’s faith. She is blessed not only for the fruit of her womb (v. 42) but also because she has believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was promised to her (v. 45). Mary’s active belief in the angel’s words, in God’s promise, gives her more reason to be called blessed. Through all of this, Elizabeth expresses wonder and joy without jealousy.
Mary then continues on to utter her Magnificat, as found in verses 46-55. Mary elaborates on the themes of Elizabeth, praising God for recognizing her lowly state and for showing his mercy and might. Her Magnificat both directly quotes, and alludes to, parts of Psalms, Job, Micah and Deuteronomy, as well as Hannah’s song in 1 Samuel. As Elizabeth has praised Mary for being favored by God, so Mary praises God for her state as a favored one. And once again, Mary’s priority over Elizabeth is maintained, both subtly through the length of her canticle (more than twice as long as Elizabeth’s utterance) and through her own acknowledgment of the state God has given her (rather than a reciprocal blessing on Elizabeth’s similar state). 
This scene, then, between Mary and Elizabeth allows the reader to catch a glimpse of the direction that God’s purpose has taken. God’s work through the two women, and the sons they would bear, is to be seen as one singular act. Both sons have miraculous conception stories, similar in content and in telling. Both have great purposes. Yet when they are brought together, the singular purpose is made clear through the priority of the one Son. Jesus takes precedence over John and therefore Mary over Elizabeth. Yet this pericope also clearly emphasizes the joy with which the lesser accept ones accept their positions. This event is like no other, and therefore it’s without irony and with breathless joy that Elizabeth exclaims, “Why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” (v. 43).
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)
Begin your time together with the children by asking them to tell you their birth date. When were they born? Ask the children what they do at birthday parties. What do they eat? What games do they play? What traditions do they have at their house for birthdays? (For example, some families eat the same kind of cake every year. In other families, the birthday person gets to choose what to have for dinner.) When is the birthday of Jesus? Why do we remember this birthday so easily? What is so special about the birth of Jesus? Just as there are special things you do to celebrate birthdays in your home, so are there special traditions for Christmas in each home. What are some things you do every year to celebrate Christmas? Do you have an Advent calendar? Do you have an Advent wreath with candles that you light each Sunday? Do you open one present after church on Christmas Eve? Do you have special things to eat or that you give to your neighbors and friends? Close with a prayer thanking God for sending Jesus to us as a baby.

Worship Resources

Prayers of Confession — Advent
O Holy God of Promise, we so often place our trust in the things we can see, touch and easily believe. But you did not ask us to believe what is easy. You have asked us to believe what is true! Forgive us, Holy One, when we doubt the ways you work. Forgive us when we find it hard to believe an ancient story. Forgive us when we question how you chose to enter the world, born as one of us. Forgive our lack of faith and belief in ways that seem so impossible to believe. Help us to look in faith, open our hearts, and set aside our doubts that you sent your Son, born of a virgin — the One who has come to set us all free. We offer these prayers in the name of your Son, Emmanuel, God with us. Amen.
—Inspired by Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 1:26-38. Jan Brooks, Cottonwood Falls Presbyterian Church, and posted on re-worship.blogspot.com.

Affirmations of Faith — Advent
Our souls magnify the Lord, and our spirits rejoice in God our Savior, for he looks with favor upon us and sees our unrealized potential. In the tradition of Mary, and all who have said “yes” to God, we stand here today, to add our assent to theirs. 
· Like Mary, we feel overwhelmed; we wonder if we are worthy, or capable, of following the calling.
· Like Mary, we have our questions and we will not be afraid to ask them.
· Like Mary, we will hear and ponder the assurance that God will empower us.
· Like Mary, we will strive to say —  “Let it be with us according to your will.”
To whatever God is inviting us at this time in our lives, and relying on God’s grace, we say “yes.”
—Based on Luke 1:46-55. By Ann Siddall, and posted on the Stillpoint Spirituality Centre and Faith Community website. stillpointsa.org.au.

Hymns
O Little Town of Bethlehem
Of the Father’s Love Begotten
Love Has Come

Praise 
Come to Us (Walton)
Advent Song (Anderson)
Glory in the Highest (Tomlin)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fourth Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Micah 5:2-5a*
Luke 1:46b-55*
Hebrews 10:5-10*
Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






