
The Old and the New

2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16; Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26; Romans 16:25-27; Luke 1:26-38

When Elizabeth was six months pregnant, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a city in

Galilee, to a virgin who was engaged to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David’s house. The

virgin’s name was Mary. When the angel came to her, he said, “Rejoice, favored one! The Lord is

with you!” She was confused by these words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. The

angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary. God is honoring you. Look! You will conceive and give birth to a

son, and you will name him Jesus. (Luke 1:26-33)

What a wondrous story gathers us this day as we stand upon the threshold of the Nativity.

Even if you don’t know much about the Bible, there’s a good chance that you know this story, the

story of the angel Gabriel being sent by God to a young woman in an out-of-the-way town in Judea,

telling her that she is a “favored one” of God and telling her that “the Lord is with you!” She is going to

have a son named Jesus.

Our gospel says that this announcement was made by the angel to Mary “when Elizabeth was

six months pregnant.” To place all this in context, Elizabeth was a relative of Mary. Unlike Mary, she

was a very old woman, a childless woman. Elizabeth had the angel Gabriel come to her and tell her

that, even though she was advanced in age, she and her husband would have a baby. That baby

would grow up to be John the Baptist, the preacher who inaugurated Advent for us a couple of

Sundays ago.

We are standing on the threshold of Christmas. We are eager to be done with all of our

Advent waiting and preparation and get on with a full celebration of the birth of Christ. But Luke

insists that before we can get to that miraculous, wondrous birth we must first meet a very old woman

Elizabeth and a very young woman Mary and hear their maternity stories.
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I remember a sermon that began, “What would you say if a man came up to you, wearing a

white robe, and he told you that you were going to have a baby? And the man was not a

gynecologist.”

That’s how Luke begins the story of the birth of Christ. Please note that Luke doesn’t begin

with Christ; he begins his story with two women. These are women in the Near East in the First

Century. That means that they are on the margins, without many rights, occupying an utterly

powerless, vulnerable position in society. Furthermore, one of the women Elizabeth is elderly. She

and her husband have no children. Back then, children were considered to be blessings from God.

No children also means that she and her aging husband have no security in their old age. Besides

being a blessing, children were of value as the Near Eastern, First-Century equivalent of our Social

Security system.

The other woman is Mary. She is also marginalized and vulnerable because she is poor,

young, not yet married.

While the chief focus of this Sunday’s gospel is on Mary, the young woman called by God, it’s

also interesting that an older adult, Elizabeth, appears in this Sunday’s gospel.

While older adults are few in the Gospels or the letters of Paul (not many people reached old

age back then), the elderly are major actors in the opening of Luke’s Gospel. Luke believes that we

can’t get to the babe of Bethlehem without being led there by old people like the priest Zechariah and

his wife, Elizabeth, a childless older couple who are “very old” (1:7). The angel Gabriel appears to

Zechariah and promises that Elizabeth will bear a son named John, bumping her from the geriatric

ward to the maternity ward. Even in her old age, God calls this woman into faithful service. Zechariah

finds this promise incredible due to their advanced age, but—wonder of wonders—Elizabeth gives

birth. Even though Elizabeth is old, she is the very first character in Luke’s story to be “filled with the
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Holy Spirit” (v. 41). Elders become God’s inspired instruments, commissioned interpreters to the

Virgin Mary.

Later in his story, Luke introduces us to old Simeon and Anna, who welcome Jesus to the

temple (2:25–38). Simeon hopes for the deliverance of Israel from oppression and, upon seeing the

infant Jesus, proclaims Jesus as the chosen one who is the Deliverer. Throughout Luke, people have

difficulty understanding who Jesus is and what he is up to. Is Simeon’s astute perception of Jesus

and Jesus’s identity a function of the wisdom he has accrued over the years? Does Simeon see the

child as God’s rebuke to those who have given up hope for deliverance? Are older folks the first to

get the astounding news of Jesus’s birth because after many decades of living they are now

unsurprised by the stunts of God?

Zechariah and Elizabeth, Simeon and Anna are the embodiment of wisdom and insight—some

gained through past experience, some as gift of the Holy Spirit. They are presented by Luke as

prophets who point younger folks toward the future with expectation and hope. By the grace of God,

they publicly, hopefully testify about tomorrow. Might Luke be suggesting that rather than being stuck

in the past and unable to adjust to change, older adults who have been well-formed in the faith have

a radical openness to the future and wise discernment of the times?

While many of us elders value continuity, tradition, and stability, it is striking that Luke

connects older people to the possibility of unanticipated divine intervention. They have many years

on them, but they point toward God’s radical new future, as in, “Your young men shall see visions,

and your old men shall dream dreams” (Acts 2:17 NRSV). In the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the

elderly are called to be dreamers. The Holy Spirit is a gift that keeps pointing the elderly toward

visions of tomorrow rather than leaving them to wallow in memories of yesterday.

Simeon and Anna, who step on stage and play their parts in welcoming the baby Jesus,
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Elizabeth and Zechariah, and Abraham and Sarah are not as interesting as the God who speaks and

works through them. The central character of the drama is the God of Israel and the church who

delights in calling older adults, coming to those who are often relegated to the margins. — Will

Willimon, Aging in Church, Brazos Press, 2019.

And Gabriel appears to both women, the elder Elizabeth and the youth Mary and God’s

messenger announces to them, in different ways, “Rejoice, God is going to favor you with a baby.”

Elizabeth reacts with some embarrassment. A woman her age would be uncomfortable in the

maternity ward. Mary is also embarrassed. An unmarried woman with a baby? How is she going to

explain that? And yet Mary responds by saying to the heavenly messenger, “I don’t know what this

means, but I’m willing to trust God, bear a child, call him Jesus.”

As we stand just a few days away from Christmas, the day when we will celebrate the birth of

our savior with full-bodied joy, I want you to take just a moment and ponder that, when God came

among us, when God acted decisively to reach out for us, when God came among us as Jesus

Christ, God came to two people on the margins, far away from the centers of power.

The story of our redemption begins with God bypassing the centers of power, ignoring big,

influential men like King Herod and Caesar Augustus. The story begins with two women. Elizabeth is

a woman in pain because of her childlessness. Without a child meant, in that culture, in that day, she

is a person without a future. Without progeny, she has little hope for tomorrow.

Then Gabriel shows up. Elizabeth realizes that the future is up to God, and God is graciously

giving her a future she did not earn for herself. Grace.

Her cousin Mary is a powerless person, with no special attributes or experiences, so far as

Luke tells us. She is unmarried which means she has no one to protect her, which means, in that part

of the world in that day, that she has no real identity or recognized position in society.
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Then Gabriel shows up. Mary realizes that she is somebody, blessed, fortunate. She’s been

given a job to do in the salvation of the world. That’s why the church has often called Mary “The First

Disciple.” She is the first to be called by God to take a part in the sharing of Good news to the world.

And she is the first, when called by God, to say, “Yes. Here I am. Send me.”

What a way to open the drama of our salvation in Jesus Christ. What a grand prelude to our

celebration of the Nativity.

And I hope that you will hear this story of God coming first to these two otherwise unknown,

lowly women on the margins, one who is young and the other who is old, as maybe your story. Let’s

face it, most of us are unknown to the world. We are living in a place we love, but it’s out of the way

of the prestigious and prominent world addresses. To us has not been given the power to rule. We

are without much prestige and privilege.

And Luke’s gospel says, Rejoice! You are just the sort of person, young and old, to whom God

might come and enlist you to play your part in God’s great reclamation, God’s redemption project in

the world.

You don’t believe Luke? You don’t believe that God coming to you and me like God came to

Mary and Elizabeth is possible? Please listen to the angel who came to these two women. Believe

that angel! “With God, nothing is impossible.”

And that’s one reason why we are able to say, “Merry Christmas.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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