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Journeys:  Mary Visits Elizabeth Luke 1:39-55  12/11/16 

 Last Sunday we began a short series of sermons about journeys.  We 

began with the journey of God’s people Israel, starting with Abraham and 

continuing until they all reached the Promised Land of Canaan.  This 

journey of Israel is often used as a metaphor for their relationship with God, 

and journeys in general make a good metaphor for our own ongoing and 

developing relationship with God.   

This morning we look at another journey, one tied directly to the 

Christmas story, Mary’s journey to visit her relative, Elizabeth.  In Luke 

chapter one the angel Gabriel visits Mary, who was probably a young 

teenager at the time, living in the backwater village of Nazareth in Roman-

occupied Galilee.  She was engaged to a man named Joseph, and was 

likely expecting to live a quiet, modest life in Nazareth with her family and 

other kin nearby.  Gabriel’s visit changed her life-journey forever. 

He told her that God had chosen her to be the mother of the Messiah, 

the long-promised deliverer and Savior of his people Israel, those 

descendants of Abraham.  She questioned how she could become a 

mother since she was a virgin, but Gabriel assured her that God would take 

care of that.  Her reminds her that her relative, Elizabeth, who everyone 

said couldn’t have children, was now pregnant with her first, although she 

was past child-bearing age.  God can do anything!   
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Most any Hebrew woman would have been honored to be the mother 

of the Messiah- in fact it would be hard to think of a higher honor- but to 

give birth to a child out of wedlock in an ultra-conservative community was 

not in Mary’s plan.  She would certainly face censure and rejection from her 

parents and extended family, from the synagogue, as well as the entire 

community.  And what would Joseph say?  Yet, astoundingly, she says 

“yes” to God’s call, even though she knew that it would turn her life upside 

down. 

Here’s what happened next according to Luke 1: 

39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the 

hill country, 40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted 

Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her 

womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a 

loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 

womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord 

comes to me? 44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the 

child in my womb leaped for joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that 

there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” (Luke 

1:39-45) 

 Not surprisingly, given the truly upsetting news she had just received, 

Mary decides to get out of Dodge!  She makes the several-day journey to 
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visit her relative Elizabeth, who would soon give birth to her first child, John 

the Baptist.  Baby John reacts en utero to the presence of Mary and the 

child within her, serving as a confirmation of the angel’s words to Mary.  

Then Elizabeth asks why she has been privileged to host the “mother of my 

Lord,” the Messiah!  I’m sure this must have been wonderfully encouraging 

to Mary, and a tremendous relief to be able to talk with someone about her 

visit from the angel- someone who believed her! 

 Then Mary breaks out in a now world-renowned song known as the 

“Magnificat,” name for the opening words of the prayer in Latin.  The song 

begins with Mary’s gratitude to God for God’s personal blessings to her.   

46And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, 47and my spirit rejoices in 

God my Savior, 48for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his 

servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 49for the 

Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. (Luke 1:46-

49) 

 Mary is grateful for God’s goodness to her and is rejoicing in that 

goodness.  She is overwhelmed that God has chosen her to be the mother 

of the Savior, even though she is of low estate.  Surely all generations will 

call her blessed.  If my recent visit to Italy is any indication, this prophecy 

has been fulfilled in spades, as we saw scores of gorgeous paintings, 
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sculptures, mosaics, and other works of art depicting Mary in her role as 

the mother of Jesus. 

I’m sure that most Jews thought that the great Messiah would be born 

into a powerful family, perhaps the family of a Jewish king or a renowned, 

aristocratic priestly family.  No!  God chose this poor peasant girl instead. 

But rather than going all swell-headed on us, Mary remains humble, and 

grateful for God’s grace in choosing her for this crucially important role in 

God’s plan to save the world.  Although God’s plan for her to be Jesus’ 

mother will surely turn her life and her plans upside down, she trusts in God 

and rejoices that he chose her.   

How have you responded to God’s call on your life?  The call to be a 

student, to be the husband or wife of your spouse, the parent of your child, 

or a grandparent?  To do the work you do for pay, and the volunteer work 

you do here or in the community?  Have you responded like Mary, with joy 

and gratitude, or are you more prone to grumble about the life and journey 

that God has given you?  Like Mary, God will give you what you need for 

the journey, and God will walk with you! Mary continues her song.   

50His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. 51He 

has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 

thoughts of their hearts. 52He has brought down the powerful from their 

thrones, and lifted up the lowly; 53he has filled the hungry with good things, 
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and sent the rich away empty. 54He has helped his servant Israel, in 

remembrance of his mercy, 55according to the promise he made to our 

ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” (Luke 1:50-55) 

 Here, Mary moves from reflecting on God’s goodness to her 

personally, to reflecting on God’s work in the whole world.  And the work of 

God in this part of the prayer is revolutionary, upsetting the whole 

established social order.  In fact, oppressed people have often drawn great 

comfort from this passage.  For example, during the so-called “dirty war” in 

Argentina in the 1970’s and 80’s, a group of mothers of “disappeared 

children” banded together to call for a stop to government-sponsored 

terrorism in their communities, and to find out the fate of their children.  

They took to the streets, crying out in desperation for someone, anyone to 

tell them where their children were.  Then they printed up posters 

containing the words of the Magnificat and posted them around the square 

in the capital city of Buenos Aires.  The military junta tore them down and 

banned the posters.  They understood how dangerous these words are.  

Similarly, British rulers in India banned the recitation of the Magnificat in 

worship during times of unrest there, as did dictators in Guatemala.  These 

words inspired poor and oppressed people to believe that change was 

possible, and even powerful oppressors knew it! 
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 So, what was it in Mary’s words that resonated so powerfully among 

poor and oppressed people in her time as well as ours?  Take a look!  

Remember that Israel was under Roman occupation, ruled by Herod 

Antipas, a harsh and cruel despot.  They were an oppressed people.  But 

Mary reminds them and us that God is not on the side of tyrants like Herod.  

Mary notes that God’s mercy is for those who fear or revere God.  Those 

who are prideful, believing that they are not accountable to anyone, but can 

do whatever they please, are unable to receive his mercy.  God’s strong 

arm will scatter those who are prideful, she says.  In particular, God will 

remove the powerful from their thrones, and lift up those (like her!) who are 

lowly.  

You can see how these words would be very troubling to tyrannical 

dictators, and very encouraging to those who are oppressed!  No wonder 

they have been banned.  Mary is speaking treasonous words here, looking 

forward to a time when dictators like Herod will fall.  And she’s not done.  

There is more social reconstruction going on:  the hungry are fed and the 

rich are sent away empty.  Jesus’ own teaching echoes these thoughts, 

and both Jesus and Mary understand that when wealth and power are 

obtained by oppressing others, the wealthy and powerful are answerable to 

God, who will ultimately overturn the unjust social order.  That’s what she is 

looking forward to here. 
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That hasn’t fully happened yet, but as Jesus explained, God’s 

kingdom is breaking into the kingdoms of this world even now.  And as 

God’s kingdom comes to bear on our world, things will be turned upside 

down- especially the values of this world.  It’s like someone broke into 

Walmart one night and rearranged all the price tags!  When the store opens 

the next day, lawnmowers and large screen TV’s are going for a dollar, 

while a bag of peanuts is priced at $100!  Jewelry can be had for 50 cents, 

while Christmas lights cost $500!  The values are all reversed!   

That’s what happens when the Kingdom of God comes into our world.  

Things we tend to value, the things we spend a lot of our energy trying to 

obtain, like money, power, achievement, and social status are dramatically 

devalued, while other things- like compassion for poor people, justice for 

those in our prisons, and mercy for refugees become like gold.  That’s what 

Mary is getting at here in her famous words. 

A journey with God can be very costly for us, as it was for Mary.  It 

can turn our personal world upside down, and can turn the world around us 

upside down as we learn to live by God’s values instead of the prevailing 

values.  We are called to live in light of the values of God’s kingdom, even 

though that kingdom is still just emerging.  And since God clearly values 

the lowly and powerless, we should be involved in ministries of compassion 

for those who are vulnerable and in need- homeless people, battered 
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women, racial, ethnic, and religious minorities, and immigrants.  And we 

should be advocates for justice for all these people, both in this country and 

everywhere in the world- to be Jesus to them.  Let’s start praying for that 

this Christmas season. 


