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Mary visits Elizabeth 

 

Micah 5: verses 2 – 5a and Luke 1 verses 39 - 45 
 
Today we are focusing on the readings for the 4th Sunday in Advent because next Sunday we 
have the 9 Lessons and Carols in the evening, and consequently we never have a week when 
we focus on Mary. Last week we heard how John, the last of the prophets was busy ‘preparing 
the way,’ urging his followers to repent and turn around and away from our old lives. 
 
This morning I want us to spend time with Mary, and through this year’s lectionary reading 
focus on her visit to Elizabeth, and the meeting between these two women who have been 
touched by God in a very special way. 
 
But first let’s go back a few verses and set the scene.  
 
Mary is in Nazareth and has been visited by Gabriel with the earth shattering news that she 
has been chosen by God to be the mother of ‘the Son of the most-high,’ along with the news 
that her cousin Elizabeth ‘in her old age’ is in the sixth month of her pregnancy. Both of these 
events seem to be to say the least to be highly improbable, if not impossible, but as Gabriel 
tells Mary ‘nothing is impossible with God!  
 
Mary’s response then follows as she simply says ‘here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word,’ and the passage ends by saying that after that ‘the angel 
departed from her.’  
 
Familiar words to us as we hear them each year as we encounter the story of the 
annunciation, but I wonder if because of that we have lost some of the wonder and 
amazement, not only of the annunciation itself, but of Mary’s ‘yes’ to God. 
 
How I wonder do you picture Mary?  
Is the image you have in your minds-eye close to reality? 
Down through the ages Mary has been depicted in art as a demure young woman, dressed 
neatly in her familiar blue, but I suspect the reality is a little different. In first century Palestine 
girls could marry at the age of 12, but betrothal was likely to take place much earlier, so this 
makes it likely that Mary was 11 or at the most 12 years old. Eleven is the age you leave 
primary school, so perhaps that helps us to rethink our own image of Mary. 
 
Add to this the fact that Nazareth was a small, poor and backward village, not a thriving town 
like nearby Capernaum, where the ruins tell of a large stone built community, with houses, a 
wine press and a synagogue, no in Nazareth the evidence of the first century points to cave 
dwellers, those whose homes were cut into the rock and what I suggest points to a more 
realistic picture of Mary as a simple, poor, country girl on the cusp of her teenage years, and 
waiting for her marriage to Joseph, to which she was already bound to by betrothal. 
 
As we think of the consequences of Gabriel’s message, the scandal that would have quickly 
spread through that small community when news of Mary’s pregnancy became evident, her 



reputation would have been in pieces, even if the baby had been Joseph’s, but a baby with 
an un-known father would have brought certain disgrace to her, and of course to her family.  
 
So the reality is that this young pre-teen girl is being charged by God to face disgrace, and the 
dangers of child-birth for one so young, yet she does it with courage and with dignity as her 
reply to Gabriel shows.  
 
Let’s pause for a moment and think how we feel about this, perhaps this is even harder for 
those of us who have daughters or granddaughters!  The theologian Paula Gooder who is the 
mother of two daughters sums it up like this in her book ‘Journey to the Manger. “the mother 
in me rails at God for asking to much of a young girl, but the Christian marvels at the courage 
of this young girl Mary, whose sacrifice of her own reputation and safety enabled ‘The Word 
made flesh, God with us to be born in our midst.” 
 
Now we come to the next part of the story as Luke tells us ‘In those days Mary set out and 
went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, where she entered the house of Zechariah 
and greeted Elizabeth.’ Again this sounds so simple, but we must remember the reality of 
what such a journey meant at that time. The actual home of Elizabeth and Zechariah is not 
known but it is likely to be in the village of Ein Karen, south-west of Jerusalem. Did Mary travel 
alone, that we do not know, did she follow the road through the hill country, or the longer 
and safer coastal road, again we do not know, but we do know that it would have taken at 
least three days and would not have been easy or safe. 
 
And then there is the question of why she went?  
 
Was it to escape the wagging tongues of Nazareth and awkward conversations with her family 
and of course with Joseph, or was it as some scholars think to seek proof of Gabriel’s message, 
and to see for herself the reality of God’s promise both to Elizabeth and of course to her. 
Whatever the reason, as Mary meets Elizabeth, a wonderful drama in Luke’s Gospel unfolds 
before our eyes as the young Mary and the older mature Elizabeth come face to face.  
 
It would have been obvious that Elizabeth was pregnant and that Mary need not have any 
doubts about the message brought to her by Gabriel, and more than this she receives a 
double sign through her encounter with Elizabeth, for not only is Elizabeth visibly pregnant, 
but as Mary greets her, the unborn John the Baptist reacts to the presence of Jesus, before 
he could see him, or hear him, by leaping for joy in his mother’s womb, and Luke tells us that 
‘Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among 
women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.’  
 
Elizabeth has confirmed the reality of the impending incarnation through John’s recognition 
of Jesus, and her own knowledge of Mary’s pregnancy through presence of the Holy Spirit, as 
she continues to ask Mary ‘And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord 
comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leapt 
for joy.’   
 
And so we hear the words of blessing that Elizabeth pronounces over Mary as she who herself 
has been blessed by God, affirms the fulfillment of his promise to Mary as she recognizes the 



greater blessing that God has bestowed on Mary in her words ‘blessed is she who believed 
that there would be a fulfilment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.’ 
And so as we leave these two women, whose stories are interwoven through their encounters 
with God, we are left with the need to reflect on our own life story with God.  
 
Mary, the young peasant girl from the backwater village of Nazareth, was prepared to offer a 
life changing and costly ‘yes’ to God’s call on her life.  
 
We will never be called to follow her pathway, but we are called to follow God’s pathway for 
our own life, and it may in some way be costly. 
 
Are we prepared to say our own ‘yes’ to God?  
 
Are we like Mary prepared to say ‘let it be with me, according to your word’ as we once again 
we continue our advent journey are we prepared to be obedient to the call of God on our 
lives as we approach the manger once more. 
 
As we sit quietly for a moment let’s reflect on these words – 
 
Of all the women there have ever been, 
or ever will be this slip of a girl was chosen … 
 
chosen to bear the Christ child 
to bond with him, 
feed and clothe him, 
change and cherish him, 
 
how much he learned of her, 
her purity and patience, 
her obedience and trust, 
we may never know. 
 
We too must learn from her that 
when anyone responds to the calling of God 
with obedience and trust 
new life begins in them 
 
Remember this Advent that God will work wonders in you, if you will only let him. 
 
Let’s pray … 
 


