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“Elizabeth from Ein Karem” 
December 13, 2015 

3rd Sunday in Advent 

 

Elizabeth doesn’t get a lot of play in the Christmas story.  She doesn’t show up in 

our nativity scene.  We don’t assume she’s there when Jesus is born in Bethlehem, so it 

makes sense.  But I’m amazed by her and what Gospel writer Luke says.  Even before he 

gives us Mary and Joseph, he tells us about Zechariah and Elizabeth.  They are blessed 

by God and called to raise John, their son whom we know as John the Baptist.  The story 

surrounding John’s birth is amazing, too.    

MEDIA: “THE FIRST CHRISTMAS - ELIZABETH”  

For any of us who might feel like God has forgotten about us, that God doesn’t 

care about our struggles, Elizabeth can speak to our hearts.  She and Zechariah are 

faithful people we’re told, but their life together hasn’t been easy.  Whether it’s been 

our experience or someone we know, these two were unable to have children.  And it’s 

a surprise when the angel comes to Zechariah to tell him the news - that he and 

Elizabeth will have a son who will prepare the way for the Messiah. 

It’s because of tradition that we believe that Elizabeth and Zechariah lived in a 

place called Ein Karem – fairly close to the Temple in Jerusalem.  Zechariah’s duties as a 

Temple priest would require him to be there often.  After this news, we assume that 

Elizabeth kept herself isolated just in case things didn’t go well with her pregnancy.  And 

she could’ve been the subject of gossip just like Mary was – older, thought to be unable 

to bear children, and now pregnant!  Surely people would talk! 

Mary’s journey from Nazareth to Ein Karem was about 80 miles - about the same 

distance as it would take to get to Benton Harbor going south or to Manistee going 

north.  We can make it there with no problem, but Mary would’ve traveled over a week 

to get to her cousin’s house! 

I can only imagine how happy they were to see each other, but something 

happens.  They both experience joy because of what God is doing in their lives.  If you 

look up the word “joy,” one definition is “a vivid emotion of pleasure or extreme 

gladness.”  Extreme gladness.  When was the last time you remember feeling joy by that 

definition?  Today we hear joy from Elizabeth when she realizes that God’s promise is 

being fulfilled!    

Reading from Luke’s Gospel took on new meaning for me when I was pregnant.  

My kids were born in April, so it was around Christmas that they started to move.  Ivan 

and I saw the ultrasound of our baby.  We saw the baby kick its legs.  We saw the baby 
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turn around and suck its thumb.  During the season of Advent, the baby was moving 

around.   

So, the image of John “leaping” in Elizabeth’s womb when Mary visits her is 

powerful.  It’s a Holy Spirit moment that shouldn’t be missed.  It’s a reminder that 

sometimes God uses the smallest, most unsuspecting ways to get our attention.  God 

wants us to find and feel joy.   

And it’s not just about feeling something, we must respond to God’s prompting.  

Elizabeth certainly does – with a loud voice she blesses Mary and the baby Jesus.  She is 

humble enough to ask why God has entrusted her with an opportunity to serve in such a 

special way.  She is the first person to call Jesus “Lord,” which is an amazing witness to 

who he is.  And she is so joyful! 

It’s after Elizabeth blesses Mary that Mary can sing a song of praise that we heard 

earlier: “The Mighty One has done great things for me!”  Both of these women confess 

faith in God who is doing amazing things!   

For them, God is the Mighty One who completely changes their lives.  Elizabeth 

had given up on dreams of having children – she and Zechariah were getting older.  I’m 

sure she didn’t plan on God changing her life with a child, John the Baptist, who would 

serve God in such a special way and prepare the way for Jesus.  But God changed her 

plans! 

Maybe we take it for granted, but these women are scandalous!  To think that 

this old woman and young woman would be part of God’s salvation plan is 

unbelievable!  Again, we’re reminded that God’s plans are sometimes not ours.  God can 

surprise us!   God can make a way when there seems to be no way!  God is in the 

business of miracles - of bringing life in our barren places and bringing hope when it 

seems elusive in our lives. 

Perhaps Elizabeth needed the reassurance that God hadn’t abandoned her or 

Zechariah - and God hadn’t gone back on the promise of a Messiah.  After waiting for 

hundreds of years, God was doing a new thing in Mary.  And Elizabeth was a part of it 

because her son would prepare the way. 

Elizabeth helps Mary move to joy.  We don’t really know how Mary was feeling 

when she made the trip to see Elizabeth, but we can guess that she might be nervous 

and uncertain of how all of this would turn out.   

Elizabeth helps to prepare Mary for the birth of the Messiah.  And it’s interesting 

because that’s what Elizabeth’s own son, John, will do.  He will prepare the way for 

Jesus.  He will tell the people to get ready, to repent because the Kingdom of God is 

near, to get their hearts right with God. 
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Some say John is the first prophet in the New Testament, but I’d say it’s 

Elizabeth.  We’re told that she’s filled with the Holy Spirit.  She speaks to God’s future 

and encourages Mary to claim it for herself. 

And I wonder...would Mary have been able to sing her song without Elizabeth’s 

encouragement?  We don’t know for sure, but Elizabeth’s role is important.  She 

reminds us that we can’t live our faith in isolation.  Even when we’re facing things too 

wonderful to imagine or things to difficult to stand, we need other people to be with us 

on the journey.  It’s not enough for us to say that we’ll be okay on our own.  Elizabeth 

and Mary needed each other, and we do, too.   

Could you and I follow God’s call without encouragement, help, and support of 

one another in the Body of Christ?  It’s clear throughout Scripture that relationship is at 

the root of who we are as God’s people.  We’re called to be in relationship with God and 

with others.  Loving one another, Jesus says, is the sign that we are his followers.  We 

can’t do that in isolation!   

The other thing that happens in relationship with others is that we learn quickly 

that we don’t have it all figured out!  The knowledge of God doesn’t start and stop with 

me or you.  God continues to teach us and guide us as we learn and grow together.   

So Elizabeth and Mary show us that power of mentoring relationships.  I’ve had a 

lot of mentors over a lot of years.  Some of them were other pastors who affirmed God’s 

call on my life to pastoral ministry.  But many more have been faithful laypeople who 

serve God faithfully, give generously, share their gifts openly, and truly live the faith 

they claim.  Sometimes they are older than I am; sometimes they are younger than I am 

– even children speak the love and grace of God! 

One mentor in particular that I think about when I consider Elizabeth and Mary is 

a woman named Margaret.  She and I entered seminary at the same time, except we 

were exactly 40 years apart in age.  She was a neuropathologist by profession who 

decided to pursue a degree in theology. 

For me, she is incredibly brilliant, but still one of the most humble people I know.  

And her gift as an encourager has been an incredible blessing in my life.  I have a loving 

and supportive spouse, parents, and family.  But somehow Margaret’s role has been to 

encourage me and tell me that she’s proud of me.  She can also lead me in a good 

direction when I’m off-course!   

Pastor Adam Hamilton invites us to consider our mentors.  Who speaks with 

wisdom and offers you encouragement and perspective when you need it?  Whom are 

you looking to?  We all need someone to look to.  The other side is our own investment.  

Who are you mentoring right now?  How are you encouraging someone else?  An 

obvious answer for both might be a family member, but maybe it’s someone in your 
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workplace or the church or an organization you’re a part of.  For those of you who are 

prayer partners, that’s an investment, too.     

Sometimes mentors tell us what we need to hear.  Elizabeth uses the word 

“blessed” to describe herself and to describe Mary.  It’s not Mary’s material fortune that 

makes her blessed, but the fact that she will be used by God for God’s kingdom.  

Elizabeth and Mary are full of joy, but they also trust in God’s presence with them in all 

that they face.  As William Barclay says, “God does not choose a person for ease and 

comfort and selfish joy but for a task that will take all that head and heart and hand can 

bring to it.” 

As we think about the people and places of Christmas - these people who said 

“yes” to God, we may be weary of God’s call on our lives.  It’s demanding.  It does take 

all that we are and all that we have.  But don’t forget the joy of God’s promises - of 

God’s presence, peace, and power in Jesus Christ.  Clinging to that joy is the best gift we 

give God and one another.   

Elizabeth says that Mary is blessed because she believes what God said and 

believes that the words of the angel would come true!  We have to believe that God can 

and will bless us - not give us what we want, but use us for God’s good purposes.  We 

have to have support from others who believe and help us to believe.   

May the joy of the Lord overflow in you and be your strength.  Thanks be to God.  

AMEN. 


