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DISMANTLING THE STATUS QUO 

Micah 5: 2-5a; Luke 1: 39-55 

Fourth Sunday of Advent • December 19, 2021 

by Pat Berger 

 

Notice the ones who speak in our reading for today from the Gospel 

according to Luke.  Elizabeth speaks, and Mary speaks -- no men 

speak.  And, Elizabeth and Mary say important things.  They weren't 

exchanging recipe notes, or making plans to meet later at the well as 

they drew water for the day.  Elizabeth blessed Mary, and blessed the 

fruit of Mary's womb.  Mary magnified God and rejoiced in God for 

the privilege that had been granted her.  Important things were 

happening here, and they were happening to and through: women!  

That wasn't how their world worked; clearly God was busy.  These 

would have been "heads up" moments for Luke's first readers, and -- 

when we are wise -- they will be for us, too. 

 

That conversation wasn't the only counter-cultural thing that went on 

in this section of Luke.  ". . . Mary set out and went with haste to a 

Judean town in the hill country."  Even if she "went with haste," the 

town she went to was about a four days' walk from where she lived in 

Nazareth.  Women didn't travel alone in those days, especially not 

young, single, pregnant women.  Women didn't do anything alone; 

either they were in a group of other women, or with a father or brother 

or other responsible male person.  It would have been shameful to do 

otherwise.  And it simply wouldn't have been safe.  Ordinarily, one 

would join a caravan going in the same direction, but Luke does not 

mention that Mary did that.  She just, "went with haste." 

 

Also, we ought to pay attention to the circumstances of these two 

women.  Elizabeth was quite old and had been barren until this time.  

In that time and place, her barrenness was shameful; bearing children 

was the task that justified a woman's life.  Mary was a teenager and 

not married; her pregnancy would have been an embarrassment to 

her family and to the community. 
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Luke had something going on here.  He needed his first readers and 

listeners to pay attention; this was important.  What God was doing in 

their midst was going to change them and the way they lived their 

lives.  Babies were going to be born to these two women, but not just 

babies.  Elizabeth's baby would grow to be the one we know as John 

the Baptizer, and Mary's baby would be Jesus; things were changing. 

Things would never be the same. 

 

The prophet Micah spoke for God in a time of change, too, and great 

difficulty.  Jerusalem was under siege; the threatening enemy was 

Assyria.  King Hezekiah seemed to be unable to figure out how to 

make things safe for his people.  He himself had been struck upon the 

cheek just before our reading; this would have been an extreme insult.  

In the middle of this, Micah had words of hope from God.  A new ruler 

would be born, he told them; this ruler would be from Ephrathah, 

which was the traditional home of David's royal family; and this new 

ruler would be a shepherd of God's people, another reference to 

David.  The people would be secure forever.  Likely, Micah 

anticipated all of this happening within the foreseeable future, as his 

writing presumed Assyria still being the enemy. 

 

We read these words during Advent, and we see a direct tie to the 

eventual birth of Messiah Jesus -- and this would probably have left 

Micah astonished.  He was speaking them for his people, at his time.  

He did not use the word Messiah; in fact, the word Messiah is rarely 

used in the Hebrew scriptures.  The status quo, such as it was, remained 

the status quo.  When oppression did not desist, though, and the new 

King did not appear, Peter Craigie wrote, Micah's message and his 

sense of the future were, ". . . elongated.  Hope persisted: one day, 

the ruler of whom Micah spoke would come, and then there would 

be freedom from enemies and a life lived in security."  Quotes from 

Micah in the New Testament give Christian readers a more nuanced, 

historic perspective.  The deliverer was to be Jesus; Jesus was and is 

the new shepherd of God's sheep; Jesus offered and offers a life of 

security; Jesus, from the Davidic line, was and is a gift from God.  And, 

as we have read often recently, God keeps promises. 
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When Luke tells us of Elizabeth welcoming and blessing Mary, he 

emphasizes for us all of these contrasts, and especially the difference 

between the way that people live with each other and the way that 

God would have us live with each other.  Remember Zechariah, 

Elizabeth's husband, questioning what the angel had said to them 

("How are we supposed to know that this is true?")  -- and remember 

Mary's words when the angel spoke to her ("Let it be to me as you 

have said.").  Zechariah, a priest, doubted; Mary believed. 

 

We can use Elizabeth's words and actions to reflect on our own 

openness to the way that God acts in our world right now.  What do 

we see God doing through unexpected people we encounter, or 

who we see or hear about in the news?  Where is God at work through 

those who some would exclude or treat as shameful?  Will we listen to 

Spirit's prompting when God's new reality comes knocking at our 

door?  In faith, let us trust God's promises.  Especially in this season, let 

us be grateful for God's actions that take away our shame, and 

respond by welcoming the ones some see as shameful.  Let us be a 

community who supports each other and every other as we hope and 

wait. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 


