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Listen again, if you will, to that exchange between Elizabeth and Mary when Mary arrives in 

Elizabeth’s home.  “41 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and 

Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 In a loud voice she exclaimed: "Blessed are you 

among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! 43 But why am I so favored, that the 

mother of my Lord should come to me?”  This is a part of the Christmas story – this whole 

narrative of Zechariah and Elizabeth – that doesn’t get as much of our attention as does so much 

of the rest of the Christmas tale.  And, I think it’s one that deserves more time than it gets.  When 

we reach that part of Mary visiting Elizabeth, however, it’s that one line that so often grabs my 

heart.  “But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” 

 

There’s a theme that’s emerged in some of our recent reflections – that of the contrast between 

gratitude and expectation – and there’s an extent to which that theme plays out again here.  More 

and more I find myself wondering if, at least at times, Christmas is becoming increasingly about 

what we deserve – what we expect.  Whether it is children with the expectation that Santa will 

give them that one special thing they asked for, or spouses with the expectation that their 

partners will show their love in a special gift, or friends who see the receipt of a gift as the true 

sign of the depth of that friendship, or work colleagues who get bent out of shape if they don’t 

get a gift from the person to whom they gave one – a lot of Christmas has a certain overtone of 

obligation and expectation.  A lot of the celebration of Christmas gets wrapped up in questions of 

being invited to the parties I should be invited to, called by the people by whom I should be 

called, gifted by the people who ought to give me gifts, and so on, and so on, and so on.  Some of 

it comes from our emotional needs, and some of it stems from societal enculturation, but I think 

it all causes us to run the risk of us missing out on the joy that Elizabeth proclaims in what I 

argue is a surprising and counter-intuitive reaction to Mary’s presence – “Why am I so favored, 

that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” 

 

Remember, as we discussed just a couple of weeks ago, that the Jewish culture at the time of 

Jesus’ birth was one of tremendous socioeconomic segregation and expectation.  People had their 

places in their respective social classes of the time, and they were, unapologetically, treated 

accordingly.  I often imagine it as a societal version of every high school lunch room you’ve ever 

seen depicted in movies.  The jocks sit here, the cheerleaders sit there, the drama kids in another 

place, and the nerds are off in the corner just hoping to finish their lunch before somebody 
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dumps it in their laps – and no one dares to cross those boundaries.  A nerd doesn’t dare risk 

approaching the jocks and there’s no way a cheerleader wants to be seen having lunch with a 

band-geek.  The culture of Jesus’ time was laden with the implications of exactly those type of 

socioeconomic divisions. 

 

Then there’s Elizabeth.  We need to put this conversation between Elizabeth and Mary in the 

context of that class structure.  We don’t really know much about Elizabeth at all, but what we 

do know is that she is the wife of a respected priest.  That alone sets her pretty high on that social 

ladder.  Her culture would have understood her value, in the eyes of God, to be substantial.  And, 

for her, that was only reinforced by the revelation not only that she would have a child, but that 

her child would be the prophet who would pave the way for the promised Messiah.  A lofty and 

respected role for the child of a lofty and respected family – it all fit!  This made sense to 

Elizabeth – it would have made sense to those who knew her.  As odd as it certainly was, 

everything that was happening for Elizabeth made sense for her place in culture and society.  

That is, until Mary walks in. 

 

Elizabeth is the wife of a priest.  Mary, on the other hand, is the fiancée of a carpenter who got 

pregnant before she was even married.  The respective places of these two women, on that social 

stratum, would have been lightyears apart.  Elizabeth was Mary’s elder and superior in every 

way.  Mary would have owed Elizabeth respect and admiration.  Mary would have looked up to 

the status of Elizabeth.  Elizabeth would have expected that Mary would enter and praise her, 

and her child, for the role that John was to have in God’s purposes.  The interaction between 

Mary and Elizabeth would have been laden with familial, social and spiritual expectations that 

both of these women would have been expected to understand and employ.  But, none of that 

happens.  Instead, Elizabeth’s child jumps in the womb when Mary enters, and Elizabeth starts 

paying homage to her lowly relative and starts asking, “Why am I so favored, that the mother of 

my Lord should come to me?”  It’s a remarkable role reversal that, I think, speaks volumes to the 

nature of the gift at hand. 

 

There are so many things I would have expected from Elizabeth in that moment of Mary’s entry.   

o She might have expected Mary to praise her and her child.   

o She might have anticipated that Mary would acknowledge how unique and special her 

child was.   

o She might have sensed the blessed nature of Mary’s child and reacted with resentment 

and consternation as she questioned how this person, below her in every way on that 

social ladder, would be given the privilege of bringing forth the King of the Jews.   

o She might have responded with anger, frustration, doubt, condemnation, ridicule, and so 

much more. 

 

But, she didn’t.  No, this woman whose culture gave her every reason to expect that she would 

be the blessed one, that her child would be more special than the others, and that her relative 

would bow to her, embodied an immediate state of humility as she asked, “Why am I so favored, 

that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” 

 

You see, what happened for Elizabeth is that her ego and expectation disappeared from the 

equation.  She had known great privilege in life – she was respected, admired, favored, and 
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blessed in most every way.  She had also, however, known shame – the shame of being barren 

and unable to bear a child.  So, when that shame was taken away by the direct blessing and grace 

of God, her sense of importance and expectation was as prominent as ever.  But, none of that 

mattered – because she saw that it wasn’t about what she deserved.  It wasn’t about what she 

anticipated or expected.  For Elizabeth, her expectation was set aside the moment she got a 

glimpse of the greater wonder that God was unfolding before her. 

 

That’s why she praised – that’s why she embraced such humility in the face of Mary.   

o When Mary walked into that room, Elizabeth didn’t see a lowly woman who should pay 

homage to her.   

o When Mary walked into that room, Elizabeth didn’t see a carpenter’s wife who was being 

given blessings that were above her pay grade.   

o When Mary walked into that room, Elizabeth didn’t see a level of privilege that exceeded 

her own.   

o When Mary walked into that room, Elizabeth didn’t set her sights on not getting what she 

expected. 

o No – when Mary walked into that room, Elizabeth saw the purposes of God unfolding 

before her eyes – and she simply rejoiced that she got to be a part of it. 

 

We can spend a lot of time in our lives, especially at Christmas, focusing on what we deserve, 

what we are owed, or what we expect to happen in our lives.  What we see in that moment of 

Elizabeth receiving Mary, however, is the joy that stems from setting expectation aside and 

opening our eyes to the deeper wonder of how God is at work in, through and around us.  My 

prayer for all of us is that, in the midst of all of the expectation of the season, we might follow 

Elizabeth’s lead, take our moments to set expectation aside, and open our hearts and minds to the 

truly wondrous, miraculous, and utterly unexpected gifts that God has in store for us this 

Christmas. 
 

 

 


