Luke 1:24-28, 39—45, 56

The Visitation


December 23, 2018

I begin this sermon with great trepidation.  First, my spouse Patty told me flat out that I, as a man, should find a woman to speak on the scriptures of this Sunday. Patty’s intuition is usually pretty good, but she does not make the preaching schedule at NPMC.  These texts also make me uneasy because they involve pregnancy, and this potentially places families who struggle with infertility or who have experienced a miscarriage in a difficult emotional space.  In Minneapolis we had households apart of our church who lived with the reality of infertility or miscarriage.  I have little confidence that I am able to bridge the intention of these stories along with the pastoral issues in the shadows of the text, but here I am, a male servant of the Lord and contract, trying to do my best.
I do not have biological children, but I believe we are all parents of a sort.  I have found a reflection by 14th century mystic theologian Meister Eckhart to be a particularly helpful avenue of entry for pregnancy narratives like we have this morning.  The Dominican monk of 14th century Germany says:
We are all meant to be mothers of God.  What good is it to me if this eternal birth of the divine Son takes place unceasingly but does not take place within myself?  And what good is it to me if Mary is full of grace if I am not also full of grace?  What good is it to me for the Creator to give birth to his Son if I also do not give birth to him in my time and my culture?  This, then, is the fullness of time—when the Son of God is begotten in us….

Whether we are parents here on earth or not, we are all invited to bear the prophetic seed.  Whether we have children or not, we are invited to nurture and bear the Christ seed planted within us.  We are all mothers of a fashion--  be we men or women, partnered or single, old or young.  Eckhart’s reflections are, for me, good news for us all.  I will return to Eckhart at the end of the sermon.
The lectionary pairs this meeting of Elizabeth and Mary (which people call “The Visitation”) with Mary’s song of praise (which is called the Magnificat). While not a part of the Psalter, the Magnificat is the designated Psalm reading of the day.  I have heard a number of sermons on Mary and her song in 4th Advent; but I do not remember ever having heard a sermon on this meeting of soon to be mothers.  It is an intriguing story with many different layers.

And here art is particularly helpful.  I pause in my biblical exposition to offer a quote which Edna Froese shared the week she toured us through art connected to The Visitation in Adult Education.

“Art is sacred if it is above all beautiful, that is, intrinsically splendid, because it is fully intelligible, so that it makes first the artist and then the person who enjoys it want to cross over into infinity. This art is religious if it produces a longing for the divine, namely, if it leads one to transcend one’s own self in order to meet God and with him one’s neighbour.  This art is Christian if, through the adventures of the spirit, it recounts what happened between God and [humans] in the history of salvation, if it rises to God like a sweet and profound prayer, if it makes “God’s glory” visible, though in a hidden manner, in the celebration of the divine mysteries.”   (Carlo Chenis)

I have valued this Advent in Adult Education.  If you get nothing from my natterings this morning, at least you will have had a space to dwell in sacred art.
I chose to begin our reading in verse 24 because it is the first of several time markers we find in this section of Luke 1.  For five months Elizabeth is pregnant and in seclusion (v.24).  Nobody has heard anything!  Then we learn that Mary gets word that Elizabeth, barren Elizabeth, is six months pregnant (v.26).   Hearing of such a miracle, and facing a miracle of her own, Mary makes haste to see for herself.  Citing the months of pregnancy as well as the reference to making haste are both time markers.  Why might Mary makes such haste?
“Perhaps she needs to wonder aloud about her encounter with God’s messenger and share her joy with the only other person on earth she knows will understand... Perhaps she yearns to tell her own story word for angelic word, so that she herself can begin to process the divine miracle taking shape in her own being”.
  Willingness does not preclude perplexity.  What is textually clear is that the pregnancy of Elizabeth, if it is true, is confirmation that what Gabriel has spoken to Mary will also come to be.  Sometimes those of us who say “let it be with me according to your word” (1.38) crave a sign of some kind.  Back now to a further exploration of the time markers.
In verse 56 we learn that Mary has stayed with Elizabeth three more months.  I do not think we need a calculator to crunch the numbers:  6+3=9.  And we generally know what happens for most pregnant women around the 9th month.  That is correct, they often give birth; which is what happens for Elizabeth in verse 57.  We could read these verses chronologically—Mary going home just before John’s birth, but would she do that?  These two women have been through so much together:  they have shared their stories of divine presence; for three months they supported each other; they are both blood and spiritual family.  Mother and pastor, Austin Crenshaw Shelley, wrote a convincing article that made me consider the possibility of Mary staying with Elizabeth through the birth of John.  She writes, “Luke doesn’t give throwaway details, so I hope that when he mentions the length of Mary’s stay, he means to point out that Mary is among the relatives who rejoice with the postpartum Elizabeth over John’s safe arrival and God’s great mercy”.
  This fits a broader theme in Luke that when we experience the Holy Spirit, it is meant to be shared in community. 
Both Elizabeth and Mary are filled with the Holy Spirit (Elizabeth 1:41; Mary 1:34); then they spend three months together.  The early church experienced the descent of the Holy Spirit and what happens:  “many wonders and signs were being done by the apostels.  All who believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2:43-44).   The time markers, I think, draw us to Luke’s understanding that people birthing God’s prophets / Gods’ saviours /God’s community need one another.    Elders further along the way have something to teach those in their first trimester.  The young, full and flush with the Spirit, offer a gift for those elders who are in seclusion or seriously labouring.  A quote that Edna shared from the Adult Ed session on the Visitation comes from our current Pope.  Pope Francis wrote, “We are visited so that we can visit others; we are encountered so as to encounter others, we are loved so we can return that love”.

Elizabeth and Mary demonstrate the power of young people filled with the spirit joining with elders filled with the spirit to support one another in birthing something amazing.  Through anointing of the Holy Spirit the early church brought together a collection of rich and poor, young and old who ministered to one another and their neighbours.  This ministry, however, is not all glamorous.
I need to advise that this part of the Advent story has a dark side.  John the Baptist, we know from having heard the gospels in their fullness, is beheaded.  The Nazirite vow of John’s parents link him with the prophet Samuel (1 Sam 1:11) and the judge Samson (Jg 13:4), both of whom experienced great turmoil in their lives.  Yes, the the prophet Samuel anoints David as he takes on Israelite kingship, but he disappears from the Hebrew text in the midst of political chaos not having seen David ascend the throne (1st Sam 28:15ff).   Samson courageously confronts Philistine occupation, and he also dies under a heap of rock.  Jesus, Mary’s son, will be crucified.  In Luke’s manuscript we soon learn from Simeon that a soul will pierce Mary’s heart as well, a foreshadowing of her son’s death and the grief which parents experience when their children suffer (Lk 2:35).   Being Spirit filled people does not mean things will go well.  The spirit filled people, however, have each other.   They encourage one other.  They carry each other’s sorrows.  They support each other in giving birth again to God in our time and place.
Nutana Mennonite has lived into this pattern in years past, and it is my sense we are considering what that means in this particular time of our congregational life.  God has come to us, is again coming to us, to invite us to be that kind of supportive community which nurtures the fruit of the Spirit within us so that this church and our community might be blessed and be a blessing.
We have touched upon chronological and textual markers within our given text.  Now I will briefly consider broader sociological implications of the Visitation and how this fits with Luke’s gospel.  I will not belabour these points.  Biblical scholars have pointed out that both Mary and Elizabeth are central female figures in a patriarchal society—where are the men??? – absent and silent in this visitation story.  Both Elizabeth and Mary also deal with elements of shame in a shame based culture:  Elizabeth on account of not giving birth until older (1.25), and Mary on account of giving birth as an unmarried young woman.  What does this tell us?? 

As Nora pointed out two weeks ago, none of us it too young or two old to bring into being something divine, something which can change the world, something that will bring salvation.  If you are feeling unworthy of being a bearer of Divine presence, please set that aside because God has demonstrated time and time again through the Biblical text that God often chooses the most unlikely.  If you are feeling shame, please put it aside so that you might bear a prophetic word of comfort or confrontation, or even a Word of salvation.   If you are feeling distant from this text, for whatever reason, offer that silence and confusion to God.  Joseph and Zechariah are also a part of this story even if not featured prominently today; God’s story creates space for those supportive persons who are trying to make sense of the new growth around them.
In conclusion, I return to the quote of Meister Eckhart.  It is a fitting word with which to sit in quiet meditation as we view the art before us:
We are all meant to be mothers of God.  What good is it to me if this eternal birth of the divine Son takes place unceasingly but does not take place within myself?  And what good is it to me if Mary is full of grace if I am not also full of grace?  What good is it to me for the Creator to give birth to his Son if I also do not give birth to him in my time and my culture?  This, then, is the fullness of time—when the Son of God is begotten in us….
Amen.
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