Luke 1.39-55 – Advent 4C – SVLC – December 20, 2009

Grace to you and peace, Christ comes to us in peace and in mysterious ways.  AMEN.

You’ve just heard read and sung the great Advent carol of the centuries – the song of Mary, the Magnificat:  “My soul proclaims your greatness, O God, and my spirit rejoices in You…”  With Christmas feeling like its already here for all practical purposes, it’s easy to let this last Sunday of Advent—and this wonderful Advent choir of characters—slip right through our fingers, which means we could miss what Mary and Elizabeth are preparing us for.  

Mary and Elizabeth – just by virtue of who they are give us a hint of what’s about to happen.  Mary of course is the young pregnant heroine of Luke’s story so far.  She’s a teenager, unwed at this point.  If you really want to put some flesh on who Mary was, think of any 13 or 14 year old girl you know.  A junior high kid.  Pregnant.  That sounds like nothing but trouble in our day.  And it sounded like nothing but trouble back then too.  I think that’s part of why the first line in the actual text for today is 1:32 – “In those days, Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country.”  Many believe she went to see Elizabeth in the first place because she was not safe in her own hometown.   And let’s consider Elizabeth for a moment.  An old woman, not able to bear children her whole life.  Remember her husband Zechariah, the faithful, realistic priest of the temple, who is told by God that his wife is about to have a baby and starts to laugh.  Luke 1:7 puts it politely: it says they were both “getting on in years.”  You want to put some flesh on Elizabeth, just imagine any 70 maybe even 80 year old woman you know.  Pregnant!  [pause] 

So one sounds like trouble.  The other sounds impossible.  And that’s how God works!  

The scene of these two meeting is just giddiness.  You know when some people, I’m thinking mostly of young women, get together and hold hands and jump up and down and scream, like when someone’s got a new engagement ring, or announces that they’re pregnant?  Makes all the others in the room, often the men just roll their eyes.  There are no words for these moments…just giddiness.  And then they sort of settle down in the glow of their parallel pregnancies (you know the pregnancy glow?)—they finally calm down just enough to put some words to it.  After the girls jump up and down they start talking.  And what comes out are some of the most beautiful and most important words of all of Scripture.  For the book of Luke this song sets the tone and the outline for the entire story of Jesus.  It ties the Old Testament—the promise to Abraham and Sarah, the prophesies of Isaiah and Micah, the expectation of the centuries—to the One who comes in peace.  There is a real visceral quality to our Gospel text today—earthy and giddy.  Not to mention the symbol of these two women, at polar opposite moments in their lives—what they represent in addition to their age.  They’re women!  One old, one new.

If you wanted to write a best-selling novel in that day, not that that’s what Luke was after, but if you did want to write a best-selling novel in that day, even if the women were the real core of the story, you wouldn’t really mention them, you wouldn’t really give them lines in the story, certainly not a monologue like the Magnificat.  Seriously.  Women were seen as nothing but the “receptical of the seed,” the place where the baby grows.  

If women were mentioned at all, they would be kind of dismissed after showing up all giddy.  The men in the room would roll their eyes and move on.  But here the giddiness and the joy is given a central place—it is of utmost importance—and then they prophesy!  

If you need something to compare this story to, look at Matthew’s Gospel.  Matthew’s Gospel is certainly very important, but there Mary is given no voice.  The angel comes and visits Joseph.  And if you read just Matthew’s Gospel, it’s Joseph who’s really the hero, Mary is just seen as a virus at first, pregnant, untouchable, the angel says to Joseph don’t be afraid and so Joseph faithfully obeys and is applauded…in Matthew.  (I once preached a sermon in seminary about the sexism and misogyny of Matthew, and the male professor took me out in the hall and yelled at me…so I’ll just stop talking about Matthew here, and go back to Luke.)  

In Luke, Mary (and other women) are at the center.  Not just at the center to be politically correct, as sort of biblical character gender quota—“Gotta be fair.”  No, this was uneven, all women.  Some scholars even wonder if the author of Luke was a woman.  But what’s really most important to the message is not gender.  There’s certainly an interesting message here about gender, even in our time, where women are still not paid as much as men with the same qualifications, where sexism still runs rapant and the church and in society, where women are still the main victims of domestic abuse in our country.  There’s certainly something powerful however “un-giddy” here in this lesson.  But it’s not what’s most important.  

The Gospel of Luke uses specifics, details, locales to illuminate a much larger message.  So don’t get all caught up in the gender stuff.  Get all caught up in the Gospel stuff, in which the gender stuff is just a small part!  Does that make sense?  Luke uses the details, the little picture to explain the big picture.  Luke shines a light here on two seemingly insignificant women, nobodies, and brings them right to the center of the story – making them prophets and the literal bearers of the salvation for the world.  One sounds like trouble.  The other sounds impossible.  And that’s how God works!  

Later this week, we’ll see it happen again, when Luke Gospel shines a light on the insignificant shepherds, and not the shepherds with the good hours, the shepherds on the night-shift.  There are no kings, wise men from the East, in the Gospel of Luke.  It’s all about the nobodies—the nobody town of Bethlehem, the nobody young girl, the nobody old woman, the nobody night-shift, the nobody stable, the nobody feeding trough.  Get ready.  Because everything’s about to flip.  God creeps in.  Grace eeks into the world.  The powerful and the rich and the important will be pushed to the edge.  That sounds like trouble, and that sounds impossible.  And that’s how God works!  And the poor, the hungry, the widow, the orphan—all those with no place at the table, no food—the lost, the forsaken, the confused, the grieving, the hopeless.  Get ready because God’s mercy and love is coming to them, to us.  But it creeps in.  [whisper] We have to listen.  In this time, when the poor are crowded out, right?  Who’s got time for the poor beyond a little charity?  In this time when the lonely are forsaken…in this time when everybody’s scrapping for themselves.  (You walk around malls and people don’t even look at each other, they just look at stuff for themselves and those they care most about.)  That means a lot of people are being overlooked and forgotten.  But God forgets no one, God overlooks no one.  That sounds like trouble and sounds impossible.  God creeps into the world and turns the world around.  [quietly]  That’s what we’re celebrating in this Gospel text today—the trouble and the impossibility of God creeping into the world and turning the world around.  In the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus is trouble and impossibility, and yet it’s REAL!  According to Luke it’s not about the “chestnuts roasting by an open fire,” it’s not about “the most wonderful time of the year.”  It’s not about being warm and cozy as a follower of Jesus, safe and protected, apart from the world.  It’s about the Savior of the world, saving each one of us from our sin and brokenness and then dragging us out into the cold to welcome others to that unconditional, risky, troublesome, and seemingly impossible love of God.    

God is with us even now, showering down joy and delight, giddiness and welcome.  God is here now, even in these chaotic moments of our lives, moving in our midst, spilling out through these stories, and spilling out through our actions toward one another and the world.  Actions of mercy, justice and love.  And in all this activity, all this giddiness, is the peace of God that comes to us this day and forever.

May that peace, that topsy-turvy, turning the world on its head peace, the peace that passes all human understanding keep you hearts and minds in faith in that Christ Jesus this day and forever.  AMEN.  
