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What were they thinking?  Can we imagine what was going through Mary and Elizabeth’s minds when they discovered that they were both expecting a child?  What was going to happen to them as they were experiencing all these physical changes on their bodies both inside and out?  But more importantly HOW on earth did this happen?  One was an older woman “advance” in age while the other was just a teenager who was recently engaged.  These two women needed help!  They needed lots of help!

It seems that whenever this story is being told during Advent,  most of the attentions were focused on Mary and the expected Messiah to be born out of her.  I think Elizabeth ought to deserve some kind of  recognition for what she did as well.  She often slipped under the radar as a shadow of a more notable and “younger” mother-to-be, Mary.  Elizabeth was like the supporting actress in the same movie while everybody was focusing on the main actress who was nominated for the Best Actress academy award.  

I think Elizabeth’s role was just as important as Mary’s.  Her experience in life, her sense of maturity, her faith and courage were just as admirable as Mary, if not serving as a mentor and the biggest supporter for Mary.  Both Elizabeth and Mary needed each other’s encouragement in order to overcome such drastic transformation in their lives. 

Bearing a child as a barren woman in her advanced age was not totally unheard of.  After all, we do believe that miracles do happen!  I’m sure Elizabeth and her husband Zachariah had read about Abraham and Sarah many generations ago.  

In our story today, both Mary and Elizabeth, who were both cousins to each other, found themselves to be pregnant and expecting a child, about 6 months apart.  One was a virgin in her mid-teens while the other who was “well along” in years.
  Elizabeth was probably old enough to be Mary’s mother.  Both were expecting their very first child but under unusual and extraordinary circumstances.  Both said “YES” to God to the gift of motherhood and to God’s plan for salvation for humankind. 

Surely this “Unexpected Expectation” was not what Mary and Elizabeth had in mind.  They didn’t plan for this but God did.  How are they going to raise their child respectively?  Will the community ostracize them or even stone them while questioning the legitimacy of their child?    


Interestingly, you notice that “Where are Joseph and Zachariah?”  Didn’t they have a say in all of this?  Zachariah (Elizabeth’s husband) was found literally “speechless” (unable to talk) after his disbelieving encounter with the angel Gabriel.  And then there was Joseph….oh yeah, where was he?  He was nowhere to be found.  Nevertheless, God chose to engage Mary and Elizabeth directly through the work of the Holy Spirit.  Their lives were interrupted and forever transformed by God.


Both Mary and Elizabeth possessed strong faith in God and they knew what they were getting themselves into.  Both Mary and Elizabeth needed each other’s support and encouragement through this confusing and scary time.  God removed their isolation and helped Mary and Elizabeth to understand themselves more fully as part of something larger than their individual destinies.
  God assured them that they would not be alone!  God was in their midst….literally…in the form of an “Unexpected Expectation”!

Furthermore, our text today was centered around Mary’s famous song the Magnificat which means “magnified” in Latin.  It was one of the ancient Christian hymns sung by the church, especially among the Roman Catholic churches even to this day. 

If we had put on our “Magnifying” glass, this song could very well be a song of lament and fear, but Mary turned it into a song of praise, faith and worship.  One could only imagine the levels of fear, anxiety and mixed emotion that was going through this young girl’s mind at the time. “Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord."


 Mary’s action and her faith testified to the rest of humanity that God was able to accomplish even what was considered humanly impossible.  God chooses ordinary people to accomplish tasks that are extra-ordinary!   God performs great expectations out of unexpected circumstances!

"Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.  32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High.  The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.”
  


Over the years, some sociologists and biblical scholars have analyzed this event through a sociological lens.  Many consider this event as a major social breakthrough through this unwedded teenage mother-to-be and this child who would “bring down the powerful from their thrones, lift up the lowly, fill the hungry, and send the rich away empty…”
  This child was sent on a Divine mission to restore social order, to right the injustice and abuses of this world.


Through God’s providence, the seeds of faith and courage have been planted in the wombs of this unwedded teenager and this elderly woman so that the Messiah and his Messenger were to be born.  

I would invite us to let’s pause here for a moment and wrestle on this thought for a bit…Even in the midst of  these unusual circumstances and challenges in life, God still chose Mary and Elizabeth to fulfill God’s plan for human salvation.  Imagine what God can and will do in challenging every one of us here in this room, however young or old we may be, whether we are men or women, singles, married or divorced, mothers or virgins, employed, those who are seeking for work, or retired?  God’s purpose often leads to the reversal of human values, exalting the poor and dethroning the mighty.  The last shall be first and the first be last.  God’s miracle often leads us to dream BIG of what may seem impossible possible.  We shall never underestimate what God can or will do even with our faith as small as a mustard seed, as illustrated through one of Jesus’s parables.

Through Mary and Elizabeth’s extraordinary faith and courage, we have been inspired to confront our personal fears, uncertainties, challenges and doubts with confidence.  We can expect the unexpected knowing that God is, and will always be among us, embracing us and leading us through uncharted territories.  God will send us the gift of spiritual encouragement and accountability through unexpected friends and companion, just like Mary and Elizabeth, so that we may endure through this journey together.  We will never be left alone and in the dark.

This coming Saturday is the annual Winter Soltice - the longest night of the year for the northern hemisphere.  In times like these, some might be left in the dark yearning for the light of Christ to come.  We need the light of Christ to illuminate us and guide us back in the right path.  Perhaps some of us may have wandered off on our own, seeking our own paths.  Like Mary and Elizabeth, some of us may feel intimidated and scared of what may lie ahead.  

Throughout this Advent season, we are reminded that God invites those who rest marginally, on the fringe of society like Mary and Elizabeth, to be at the center of God’s salvation plan for humanity.   The light of Christ guides people from East and West, North and South to come to the manger to worship Him once again.  Through this light of Christ, God reveals God’s plan for each of us both individually and collectively as a community of faith.  We just need to acknowledge it and claim it!  Not for our own possession but to share it with others.  

But the question is, are we willing to take on the next step of faith and muster up our courage to recommit ourselves and to place our trust and faith in saying “YES” to God?  Just as Mary said when the angel came to her, “May it be to me as you have said!”
   What a profound and yet beautiful statement of faith for a young teenage girl who was willing to surrender her whole self for God’s purpose and God’s plan.  
“Are we willing to open up our wombs for the Holy Spirit to “give birth” to new life through our long-expected Savior?”

This is the heart of the message of Advent, placing God where God belongs, not on the fringe or the margins of society, but in the center of our hearts, as we patiently wait and eagerly long for our “Unexpected Expectation.”    

As we continue to journey through the rest of this Advent season, may we leave space to be surprised by the Holy Spirit, just as Mary and Elizabeth did more than 2,000 years ago.  May our Christmas this year NOT be JUST another Christmas, the same old, same old….the usual.  We put out the same decorations, the same tree, sing the same songs and DO the things we do year after year.

May the Spirit enable us to see this season of Advent as a spark (a surprise!) that rekindles our faith and our relationship with this Christ child, so that we may rediscover a whole new meaning of His birth through our witnesses and upon those whose lives are transformed by Him.  

So I invite us to re-think “Christmas” differently this year.  Re-imagine what Christ’s presence means for us in our lives.  For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace
 who was, is and is to come.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.  
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