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December 20, 2015 

Micah 5:2-5a 

Luke 1:39-55    The Sign of the Baby 

 

At Christmas time, we talk about a baby. Usually, it’s Mary’s baby that 

we talk about. And that’s as it should be. Mary’s baby is the Son of God, 

conceived by the Holy Spirit. Mary’s baby will grow up to be the Savior 

of all humanity and usher in the Kingdom of God. Mary’s baby is the 

baby we usually talk about at Christmas. 

But it’s Elizabeth and her baby that I want to talk about today. 

Elizabeth’s baby is a special baby too. Elizabeth’s baby prepares us for 

Mary and her baby. In the gospel of Luke, Elizabeth’s baby is also an 

unexpected baby. A baby impossible for her to conceive. A baby that 

makes her different. 

Elizabeth’s baby prepares Elizabeth for another baby. Mary will arrive 

on Elizabeth’s doorstep, pregnant and alone. And Elizabeth filled with 

compassion and with the Holy Spirit will do three important things for 

Mary and her baby. First, she will provide a welcome. Second, she will 

provide a witness. And third, she will provide a blessing. For this baby. 
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For this impossible path to salvation. And so it is that a baby is our 

fourth sign of Advent. 

Mary’s baby is the focus of Christmas, but it is Elizabeth’s baby who 

comes first. Luke’s gospel begins with Elizabeth and her husband 

Zechariah, who have been unable to have children. For many long years, 

they have waited and hoped, but nothing, no child at all. And for them, 

in their time, in their culture, not having any children would have been 

devastating; for a woman in particular. Because that’s was a woman did. 

Her whole identity and reason to exist was to be a wife and a mother. 

But Elizabeth had not succeeded. And with each passing year, she would 

have felt more and more marginalized. She would have been more and 

more excluded from ‘normal life’. And that special club that many 

women get to be a part of. And the mommy conversations about potty 

training and solid foods and school bullies and braces and buying band 

instruments. She couldn’t complain with them about busy schedules and 

afterschool activities and choosing a college and choosing a spouse and 

not getting enough time with the grandkids at the holidays. Elizabeth 

would have been excluded from all of that. Every day, she would have 
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been painfully reminded that she did not have a family. She was not ‘one 

of them.’ She was not normal. 

Thankfully now, there is not one version of normal. Thankfully, we 

know that babies are not what make a woman, a woman. A woman is a 

woman with or without kids and she worthy in her own right. But that 

was not the case for Elizabeth. That’s not what her society said. So 

without children, Elizabeth was excluded from a full life. And I suspect 

that there are people right now who feel the same. Who know what it’s 

like to be excluded. Who feel like they don’t belong. That they don’t 

have value. That they don’t measure up or fit in. Maybe you know 

someone like that. Maybe you have felt that way yourself. 

Elizabeth had felt that way for years. She had less value, less worth. She 

was the least of all the women in her community. The subject of gossip 

and pity. On the outside looking in at life and joy and happiness. Having 

to accept that that’s just how things would be for her. But then, one day, 

one day, the angel Gabriel visits her husband Zechariah while he is 

serving in the temple. And Gabriel tells Zechariah that Elizabeth will 

bear a son and that he is to be named John, and that he will be filled with 
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the Holy Spirit and he will make ready a people prepared for the Lord. 

This will be John the Baptizer, of course. And Zechariah is shocked to 

say the least. He is old, his wife is getting on in years. That ship has 

sailed. He doesn’t believe it. And so Gabriel makes Zechariah unable to 

talk until the time of the birth. Zechariah can’t speak. He can’t tell 

people about what he saw or what is happening. He can’t tell them about 

the angel and the baby. So all anyone knows, is that all of a sudden, 

Elizabeth is pregnant.  

We would hope that her community would be happy for her. We’d hope 

that there’d be lots of baby showers and cards and congratulations. We 

would hope. But I suspect that it may not have been that way for 

Elizabeth. I suspect people found new reasons to gossip about her and 

why she was pregnant NOW and why it had taken so long and why 

Zechariah wouldn’t talk about it. And she was so old. And wouldn’t 

everyone think she was the child’s grandmother?; they giggled behind 

her back. I suspect this baby did not make Elizabeth feel any more 

included. But I also suspect Elizabeth didn’t care. When something 

amazing happens to you, when you get a taste of the unexpected grace of 
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God, and how it turns everything upside down and how the least become 

the greatest and the last become first, you don’t care what others think. 

You don’t care what the world thinks is normal. All you care about, is 

what IS, and how wonderful it is that God has invited YOU be part of 

something so big.  

In the Kingdom of God, everything is turned around. The world is 

flipped on its head. The smallest becomes the greatest. The most 

overlooked becomes the most honored. The prophet Micah tells us today 

it’s the littlest tribe of Israel, in the littlest town of Bethlehem where the 

biggest thing will happen. From the smallest of places, will come that 

person who will turn everything around, who will turn despair into 

security and fear into peace. Wouldn’t that be nice? Wouldn’t it be nice 

if things changed? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the world was turned 

around? 

It’s the smallest person, the least of these who will make it possible. A 

baby. Mary’s baby. The angel Gabriel had also invited Mary into this 

crazy plan to save humanity. And Mary would do it by having a baby. 

But without all of the normal baby-making procedures. Without having a 
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husband, in fact. This whole baby thing would get Mary into a lot of 

trouble. She was young and unmarried and we can imagine the gossip. 

About who the father was and how shameful it was and how immodest 

her behavior must have been. We can imagine the disappointment of her 

family and the calls from the elders to make an example of her. A baby 

should be a cause for celebration. But not this time. No, this is the 

reversal of the Kingdom of God. For her own safety, Mary would have 

to go with haste to her cousin Elizabeth’s house. 

Now Elizabeth could have turned Mary away. Her husband Zechariah 

was a priest after all. Imagine what those at the temple would think. 

What would their neighbors think? Elizabeth could have refused to 

shelter Mary. She could have rejected her. She could have prioritized her 

own hopes for a normal life. And her newly found membership in the 

motherhood club. She could have put her own desires first for 

acceptance in the eyes of the world. But Elizabeth did not. Because of 

the baby. Because of her baby. Because she had experienced the 

unexpected grace of God. And she knows that in God’s Kingdom, God 

turns things upside down and inside out.  
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Because that, because of the baby, her baby, Mary’s baby, Elizabeth’s 

response is a Kingdom of God response. She shows us what it looks like 

to live a Kingdom life. She does it first by welcoming Mary. Then by 

witnessing to what Mary is part of. And third, by blessing Mary. 

First, Elizabeth welcomes Mary. She offers her hospitality. And she does 

more than just politely offer her cookies and punch. Or money for a 

hotel room. Elizabeth takes Mary in. She becomes her companion. She 

welcomes her into her life and shelters her and sticks up for her 

regardless of what everyone else thinks. She is what so many younger 

women wish they had-- an older, wiser mentor. Instead of all the critical 

gossip and hen-pecking that’s out there. Women of a certain age—

younger women need you. They need your wisdom and most 

importantly, your hospitality and your welcome to be companions in 

life. 

Second, Elizabeth witnesses to what Mary is part of. She offers truth and 

affirmation to Mary. Elizabeth’s child leaps in her womb when he hears 

Mary’s voice. And filled with the Holy Spirit Elizabeth proclaims wild 

and wonderful things about Mary and her baby. Isn’t it something? No 
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words of criticism or jealousy. She could have said: Mary, you don’t 

deserve this. You don’t appreciate it. Not like I appreciate mine. No, 

Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit, with love and compassion and 

the understanding that this is not about her. This is God doing great 

things in unexpected ways. And instead of pointing to herself, she points 

to Mary. She points beyond them both to God’s cosmic work of 

salvation. We are to be witnesses like Elizabeth. Pointing to God’s 

amazing grace around us. Maybe in other people. In other families. In 

other churches. In other groups. How can we be witnesses to the 

Kingdom of God in others? 

Third, Elizabeth blesses Mary. She honors her for her worthiness and her 

immense courage and value. Unlike the world around her that would 

condemn Mary, Elizabeth blesses her. And Mary sings her beautiful 

song about God blessing those in the world who most need it.  The 

world has very few words of blessing for people. Especially those who 

are the least, the last and the lost. The impoverished. The imprisoned. 

The refugees. The foreigners. The different, the unusual. We hear how 

we should exclude others. For our own safety. And it breaks my heart. 
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Because the least of these are exactly who the Kingdom of God is for. 

Yes, there is risk when we bless others instead of curse them. But love is 

always a risk. Mercy is always a risk. Blessing those who might curse us 

is always a risk, but it’s what Jesus himself did. It’s what Elizabeth did. 

It’s what we are called to do. 

A friend shared a video with me on my facebook page recently of a 

Hispanic family having a birthday party. A little boy is given a light 

saber-like weapon and he is told to hit a piñata shaped like Spiderman. 

The little boy takes a few half-hearted pokes at the Spiderman piñata. 

Then he hands over the weapon to an adult nearby and runs to the 

Spiderman and hugs it. For a long time. The adults try to pull him away 

but he refuses. And thought, there it is. The least of these, showing us 

how things work, how God works. That’s how it is with the Kingdom of 

God. And we are invited to be part of it in all of its upside-down, inside-

out reversal glory. Like Elizabeth, to welcome and witness to and bless 

others. Like Jesus, who will come for the least of these. Who will take 

the risk and love us all to the very end. 


