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I’ve always imagined Mary to be a very solitary figure.  There are a couple of hints about this in scripture, after all.  We know, for example, that God considers her exceptional, and for that reason she is chosen to be the one who is to give birth to Jesus.  God’s choice sets her apart from her own community—she is pregnant before she is married.  Who could she have told?  What would happen to her when everyone found out?  We also learn that after the angel speaks to her, Mary “ponders” everything “in her heart”.  I love that phrase.  In my imagination, Mary is someone who goes off on long walks by herself.  She stares off into the distance as other people wonder what is on her mind.


This image of Mary is so well stuck in my head that it’s hard to remember that the Bible tells a different story.  Mary doesn’t keep everything to herself.  After her visit from the angel, she travels to go visit her cousin, Elizabeth, who is also pregnant unexpectedly.  Before visiting Elizabeth, the only words Mary utters are, “How can this be?”  But after Elizabeth sees her and immediately recognizes that God has acted powerfully in her life, then, and only then, Mary sings out her amazing, astonishing song in praise of God, a song that we still remember and sing today.


I’d like to take a moment or two today to look at that story a little more closely, and to consider:  why did Mary change?  What was it about her encounter with Elizabeth that led Mary to go from pondering things in her heart to singing out about them?  What could Elizabeth do for her that even an angel couldn’t, or didn’t do?


There’s not a lot in the Biblical text itself to help us answer these questions.  In order to answer them, we’ll have to map Mary’s experience into our own.  How do you process important news, big surprises?  Do you call up a friend right away?  Or do you mull it over for a while in your own mind before you even tell a soul?


How about big spiritual events, or spiritual surprises?  If you have an insight or experience that you believe has God in the mix, are you more likely to keep it inside?  Or, are you more likely to share it?  


For me, there’s a difference between how willing I am to share new from my secular life and news from my spiritual life.  It looks like that’s the case for a number of you, as well.  What lies behind that difference?  I think we carry an assumption that spirituality is essentially an individual, private thing.  It’s something that we explore by “pondering things in our hearts”, by taking those long walks in the woods or on the shore of the ocean.   Can you really share what happens in those moments without violating the nature of the experience?  Are there even words to describe these experiences, should we attempt to relate them to anyone else?


I know I brought this assumption with me when I became a pastor, and for this reason I was quite surprised to find that for a number of people, community is very strongly in the mix of their religious life.   There were a number of people in my first congregation who had grown up in the church I was pastoring.  When they came to church, they saw their parents and grandparents and cousins.  These folks loved community dinners and the Christmas fair.  If you asked them why they came to church, they’d be quick to say, “I come for the community!  There’s such nice people here!”


I’ll admit it:  as a young pastor, I kind of looked down on these people.  Their religious life seems to lack the depth, the significance, of someone who was committed to, say, regular sojourns in a hermitage on the top of a mountain.  These people wanted the same thing from a church that you could get from the Shiners or the PTA or a golf club.  They wanted friends, which seemed to me at the time as a secondary goodness.  Really spiritual people would want God, and God alone, unmediated by community.


Or would they?  While I still honor the importance of time by myself as a component of a healthy spiritual life, I’ve come to recognize that community also is a part of our spiritual journey.  In fact, there are some things that happen in community that can’t happen in any other place.  The first thing I came to realize is that spiritual people need community the way runners need running clubs.  Running is an individual sport, but being part of a club of runners is helpful to keep you engaged, even when you’re tired or disappointed.  So it is with churches.  It’s hard to stay engaged on a spiritual journey over a long period of time.  Everyone who has attempted to do so has run into dry patches, lost the desire to keep at it, been overcome by doubt or sadness or grief.  And so, we come together because we can sustain our will to do something difficult as a group a lot longer than we can as individuals.


But is that all we can do for each other?  Is that what Elizabeth did for Mary?  Well, it might have been part of it.  Mary did stay with her for a number of months, and during that time I’m sure they gave each other a great deal of support for the difficult thing they were about to undertake:  giving birth to and mothering exceptional children.  But there was something more to their encounter—something that happened before any of that comraderie and support could begin.  When Mary first arrived at where Elizabeth was staying, Elizabeth recognized immediately that something important had happened in Mary’s life.  She saw, before Mary could sit down and explain it, that God was acting in Mary’s life.  And not only did she see it, but she said it out loud and honored Mary for it.


Why do Elizabeth’s words give Mary permission to sing?  Mary already knows what happened to her.  She was the one who talked with the angel, after all, and she probably has begun to notice changes in her body that no one else could see, that no one would even suspect.  And yet, when Elizabeth saw something in Mary—something that Mary did not, and perhaps could not yet explain or describe—Mary becomes able to claim and celebrate her pregnancy as event that has significance not only for her life, but for the whole world.  


Could it be that we also need community for this:  to recognize and honor the way God is acting in our lives?  And to see that what is happening inside us---the movements of our souls, the shifts in our understandings--are not just internal matters.  These things are significant.  They can, in fact, turn the world upside down.


Has anyone ever acted as Elizabeth for you?  Have you ever acted as Elizabeth for someone else?  Have you ever noticed a change, some kind of growth, in another person, and commented on it in a way that allowed them to claim and celebrate it themselves?  It might sound like this kind of insight is something we would have only into the lives of the people with whom we are the most intimate—our closest friends, our spouses.  But remember that while Mary and Elizabeth were related, they were very different in age and lived in different places.  They were familiar with each other, but they may not have been intimate friends.  Just as its hard to see your own children growing taller when a relative who hasn’t seen them for a year will notice it immediately, sometimes people who are not as close to us personally can notice spiritual growth, shifts, changes before anyone else.


And it’s not like Elizabeth is a trained clairvoyant.  But she has had her own experience of God, one that has changed her life.  So perhaps that opens her up to the possibility that God does act in the world.  God is surprising, transforming.  She has become expectant.


Friends, I know that many, perhaps most of you, will have occasion to be with family and friends who you haven’t seen for a while over the course of the next several days.  There will be plenty of other things to talk about—the food, the gifts, the kids.  But I wonder if there will be some opportunity in the coming days for each of us to step into the Christmas story a bit more deeply, and actually play the part of Martha to some Mary who we’ll encounter.  (Now I realize that some of us may be meeting with teenage relatives who are unexpectedly pregnant, but that’s not exactly what I meant!)  God is still at work in the world, after all, and our lives are some of the best raw material God has to work with.  But it can be so hard to see God’s work in our lives, and harder still to say it out loud.  Perhaps we need someone else to say quite simply:  “Wow, I can see that God has been working in your life!  I’m really amazed at what God is doing for the world through you!”  Who knows what would happen if we were attuned enough to God, if our faith in God’s ability to work changes and miracles was strong enough, that we actually noticed this in each other and exclaimed over it?
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