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A homily preached by           IV Advent C
The Rev’d Jo Popham          December 20, 2009

“Jesus is in the House”
Luke 1:39-45, (46-55)

Before I turn to Luke’s story of two 1st century women, I want to tell you the very real

story of two women of the 21st century. Like Elizabeth and Mary, one was old; the other

was quite young. Both were named Jeanette. In the waiting room we learned that the

elder of the two had suffered a stroke after she had returned from Lebanon just two weeks

before. The younger had just been admitted for flu-like symptoms less than 12 hours

before. The older Jeanette rallied. We lost our Jeanette at in the wee hours of the morning

while her husband knelt by her bedside and sang “It is well with my soul. It is well, it is

well with my soul.”

I often mediate on a hymn while writing my sermons. To prepare for today’s sermon I

might have chosen my favorite plainsong version of “The Magnificat,” but that is too

close to my friend’s plaintive cry in the ICU. I used “Alleluia, he is coming! Alleluia, he

is here!”

This Advent we have added anointing for healing to the service. I am told that you all

have felt Christ’s presence, that Christ is palpable right here. We are looking for Christ

Jesus to come anew into our hearts this Advent. And he is already here. Alleluia, he is

here! My friends, Jesus is in the house! He is right here among us. Christ is in this place.

His presence is palpable here when you walk in the door, just as Christ’s presence was

known to John from within Elizabeth’s womb when Mary arrived at her home. Like the

Christ child who could not be hidden from Elizabeth’s unborn baby John, the glad news

of Christ’s birth is like a gift almost bursting its pretty wrapping papers. It is a gift that is

too precious not to share. We must share it.

The one for whom we wait this Advent, and every Advent, was first proclaimed by

John. John told his mother Elizabeth “Jesus is in the house” by leaping in her belly. Just

prior to today’s Gospel, Luke’s narrative opened with Zechariah – the priest at work in

the temple. Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth were “getting on in years” and have no
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children. It would be impossible for them to think of having a child at this stage of their

life together. (Yet… isn’t it often in times of human impossibilities that God does some

of his best work?) God had sent the angel Gabriel to the temple to announce to Zechariah

that his prayers would be answered ..... – that Elizabeth would, even at her advanced age,

give birth to a son whom he was to name John. And John was to serve as an Elijah-like

figure to prepare Israel for the Lord’s coming. Zechariah saw only the impossibility of

such a thing and was struck dumb because of his disbelief until the time that the baby was

born. Elizabeth did conceive and went into seclusion for 5 months.

Now in today’s reading, it is the 6th month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, Mary of

Nazareth – a small village in southern Galilee – is visited by the same angel Gabriel and

told that she will bear a son who will fulfill the promises made to Israel and to the whole

of God’s creation. Mary is engaged to Joseph, but she is pure. Like Elizabeth’s

barrenness, Mary’s condition seems impossible. But nothing is impossible with God,

even something that seems beyond the realm of possibility. The angel offers Mary

corroboration of this by telling her of Elizabeth’s conception.

Mary must have been confused. She must have been frightened. She was unmarried

and pregnant – a truly vulnerable position in her culture, yet she accepted this work of

God into her life as the perfect model of discipleship. Who could she talk to about this?

Her mother? Her rabbi? No! Only Elizabeth would understand, so she set out to visit her

cousin. By some accounts the trip to the hill country was about 80 of our miles and would

have taken Mary several days to walk. She arrives safely at Elizabeth and Zechariah’s

house. Elizabeth and Mary – very different cousins. One is quite old, the other very

young. Elizabeth is the wife of a priest, and Mary is a woman-child of little consequence

– until now. Both are with child, against all laws of nature and by the word of God. The

two pre-natal boys play a big part of the story. Baby John is 6 months older than baby

Jesus. And John leaps for joy in Elizabeth’s womb when his baby cousin arrives. John is

already taking his calling seriously. He recognizes and proclaims his wee baby cousin

Jesus as the Savior. Elizabeth gives witness to the unborn Messiah. Then Mary interprets
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what is to come by singing the Magnificat. She praises God and God’s power to change

and reorder the world from the beginning of time until the present. [read from the

MESSAGE Bible].

Mary said,
I’m bursting with God-news;
I’m dancing the song of my Savior God.
God took one good look at me, and look what happened--
I’m the most fortunate woman on earth!
What God has done for me will never be forgotten,
the God whose very name is holy, set apart from all others.
His mercy flows in wave after wave on those who are in awe before him.
He bared his arm and showed his strength,
scattered the bluffing braggarts.
He knocked tyrants off their high horses,
pulled victims out of the mud.
The starving poor sat down to a banquet;
the callous rich were left out in the cold.
He embraced his chosen child, Israel;
he remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high.
It’s exactly what he promised,
beginning with Abraham and right up to now.
Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months and then went back to her own home.

It matters not so much whether Luke’s Song of Mary was inspired by the Song of

Hannah from the Old Testament, that it echoes Jewish songs of praise in the Psalms and

in Exodus or that it fulfills the promises to Abraham and to David. What really matters is

that we ourselves experience Mary’s Song – because we have traveled with Mary to

Elizabeth’s house. Luke’s story has taken us there, and we are part of Christ’s presence

while she sings her praises to God. We believe that God, as revealed in Christ’s presence

among us, IS God who turns the world upside down, and is God who empowered a young

unmarried pregnant woman to sing “my soul doth magnify the Lord” and my friend to

sing “it is well with my soul.” We have experienced God who has pulled us out of the

mud and fed us when we were hungry and, yes, has left us out in the cold when we were

haughty, but who also has piled us high with his mercies. We hear in Mary’s song, hope
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for our world. Hope because God is present, real and present, with us, all of us. Right

here with us, just as he was with my friend in ICU.

We could talk about the history of Luke’s Gospel, and offer proof that the story of

Mary and Elizabeth is really real. Why archeologists have made a significant discovery of

an inscription on a monument bearing Zechariah’s name that scholars believe verifies the

time that he lived. No, what makes the story of the nativity real to us is not clues in Greek

carved in stone that date to the time of Christ. The story is real because of our

involvement in it. We – the hearers – of Luke’s gospel have become part of the story. Our

stories individually and our collective story here at St. Andrew’s are what make the

gospel alive, and new, and real. Luke’s gospel lives in and through us. We anticipate

hearing the story again and again. And we anticipate telling the story over and over.

Anticipation is a very real part of the story of Elizabeth and Mary that we retell this week.

Anticipation is a big part of this Advent season.

We are all waiting with anticipation! We are approaching my husband’s most favorite

day, December 23rd, Christmas Eve–Eve, the day of highest anticipation in the whole

year. As you all know, we have five children. We don’t put cards on Christmas packages

at our home. Instead, everyone has an assigned color of Christmas gift wrapping paper:

Stacy is green, Sara is red, Matt is blue, Troy is gold, and Phillip is silver. [unwraping

package] Every year each of the children gets a new leather journal, a new book in to

record a new year of their life. This is Sara’s, where I hope that she will write down her

story, her joys and her fears during the next 12 months.

In the waiting room of the mammography department at a nearby hospital, there is a

leather journal, not unlike this one. The journal is on a coffee table, right there along with

Cosmopolitan and House Beautiful and Lands End’s last minute Christmas catalogue.

Brave women, some old, some young, sit in this waiting room – each one unique and yet

all very alike in their blue-green hospital gowns. Their reason for being there is a leveler

of their differences. They are there for routine screenings or for diagnosis of potential

breast cancer, for further more delicate enhancement imaging and for post-surgical follow
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up exams. They share their stories with each other in the journal. And they read the

stories of other women who have sat in the same chairs to confirm and affirm their own

experiences, their own stories. They write their prayers of thanksgiving and their prayer

requests in this journal. They share their joys and their fears while they wait.

You may not have been in a waiting room like the one I have described, but likely you

have been in a waiting room outside a delivery room awaiting good news from the

maternity suite, or the room outside ICU where you waited for your few minutes with a

loved one who was critically ill. And we all have sat in the chairs in some emergency

room waiting area. We all have waited by the phone for the good news we crave or the

biopsy report we dread. Some wait for a phone call from Afghanistan – a call they have

been praying for – with news of a husband or a wife, a son or a daughter serving there.

And all of us wait for the lion to lie down with the lamb.

As we are waiting this last Sunday in Advent, let us bless St Andrew’s with our stories

while we decorate the church after service as an outward sign of Christ’s very real

presence here. Let us make ready because Jesus is in the house.

[singing]

Alleluia, he is coming Alleluia he is here;
Alleluia, he is coming Alleluia he is here.


