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Blessed Are You 
Luke 1:39-55 

 

 “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” (Luke 1:42) 
Elizabeth greets Mary this way. It’s an interesting way to say hello. We could say it is Elizabeth 

who is blessed; she is the one having her first child so late in life. Elizabeth is the one who has 
always wanted a child but thought she was barren. Yet, she proclaims Mary as blessed. 

 Mary is an unwed, teenage girl coming to a relative in confidence to share the bizarre 
news that an angel came to tell her she is to have a baby with God. Mary runs off to see 

Elizabeth. The text says, “Mary set out and went with haste.” (Luke 1:39) Mary took to the road 
in a time when women rarely left the house alone. She not only leaves home; she travels on foot 

to another town. Mary goes long distance all by herself and arrives at Elizabeth’s fueled either by 
bold courage or utter desperation. 

 Whether she was bold and courageous, or desperate and frantic, we know Mary takes off. 

She must have been scared and confused. When Gabriel came to tell her about the coming 
pregnancy and the birth of Jesus, she must have had her doubts. I imagine her saying something 
like, “Come on, Gabriel! I may be young, but I know all about the birds and the bees.” In a time 

when honor and social standing meant everything, she must have wondered what the neighbors 
would think, what Joseph would think, or how this was going to ruin her life.  

 So, she runs off to seek solace and, perhaps, counsel from Elizabeth. Elizabeth 

immediately exclaims, “Blessed are you among women.” At that moment, I am sure Mary felt 
anything but blessed. Perhaps, put upon would be more like it. Perhaps, she (like Moses) was 
thinking, “Please, God, choose someone else.” 

 Of course, to delve deeper into this story first we have to suspend our own disbelief. Like 

Mary, we already know how babies are made. This is fantastical. And, while I don’t discount the 
possibility of miracles, biblical scholars tell us the earliest Christians were not busy telling a 

story of virgin birth. The word translated as virgin in our modern bibles is parthenos. It literally 
means virgin; however, at the time of Jesus’ birth it was a word used to refer to any unmarried 
woman. An unmarried woman would be called this whether she was actually a virgin or not.  

The codification of Mary as a virgin is a later tradition. It is a church teaching which gets 

debated, argued about, and repeatedly revisited throughout history: most notably at the 
gatherings of church leaders, known as councils. It was at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE 

that Immaculate Conception was codified as a church teaching. It was seen as a necessary step in 
establishing Jesus as both fully God and fully human. The feeling was if Mary were to be seen 
any other way, then Jesus’ narrative becomes too messy. These church leaders wanted a beautiful 

package of purity, piety and the requisite reward – blessedness. But, for the earliest Christ 
followers who experienced Jesus himself, such a delineation was unnecessary. 

 Whatever the circumstances around conception, Mary would have been made an outcast 

if she were discovered pregnant before her marriage to Jospeh. Yet, we hear the text saying, 
“Blessed are you.” Mary might have been rejected by Joseph and left to remain in her parents’ 

house indefinitely. She would be seen as a burden. Yet, Elizabeth exclaims, “Blessed are you.” 
Biblical scholar, Brigitte Kahl, points out that a real (and more likely) miracle is that Mary is an 
unwed pregnant woman whom Jospeh decides to marry anyway. Mary is an unwed teenager who 



Sermon by Rev. Julia Khan 

December 19, 2021 

 

is blessed with the birth of a son and a socially acceptable marriage. God blesses Mary with 
community at a time when it was the only way for her to experience any level of safety or 

security.  

 God could have blessed Mary with independent wealth and the freedom to choose to be 
married or not. It could have been a complete blessing of liberation from social mores. There is 

something going on here. 

There is something to be learned about what it means to be blessed, what it means to be 
bestowed with grace. In popular culture, we think of being blessed or being filled with grace as 

an easy life. You must have been miraculously healed, or you found justice after being blatantly 
wronged. We think of it as the complete alleviation of suffering and the ending of any and all 
wrong-doing towards us.   

Life is not so picturesque. There is a saying among New Testament scholars, one my 

professor Hal Taussig loved to say. It goes, “The Bible is true, and some of it actually 
happened.” There is truth to be found in stories that make no logical sense. It just may not always 

be in a literal reading. There is so much truth to Mary’s story. Being blessed is not the absence of 
struggle or grief, it is not succumbing to the grief or anguish. It is not being buried alive with the 
downward pull of sexism, ageism, classism or homophobia and on and on.  

In our Advent group this past Wednesday, there was a brief discussion about a common 

euphemism some Christians say. It goes, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.” It’s a saying 
people utter when they feel blessed. It’s a saying people proclaim when they feel they have 

overcome something they did not think possible. In the discussion, there was some questioning 
about whether this statement is actually rude and insensitive. The thought was if God’s blessing 
alleviates suffering, then what about the people who still suffer or who do not overcome the 

same situation? 

When I was a chaplain working with veterans, I heard this same statement a lot. I heard it 
from people who did not in any way feel blessed. It was not a statement of pure blessedness. It 

was a proclamation that even though their lives were full of struggle - struggles with self-esteem, 
struggles with depression and anxiety, struggles with substance use and struggles with sexual 
trauma – they were not cut off from God. God’s grace comes as bursts of light in the darkness 

rather than a perpetual sunshine which erases the night.  

God’s grace, God’s blessing, comes to those in need in just enough of an allotment to set 
them on their way. Mary arrives safe and sound at Elizabeth’s house by the grace of God. A 

young woman traveled on a road between villages and arrived at her destination in one piece. 
What a blessing.  

Blessed is she among women. “Blessed is the fruit of her womb.” (Luke 1:42) Blessed is 

this unborn baby with no earthly father ready to claim him. Blessed is the one who the world 
would normally cast aside. 

These words must have empowered Mary. Elizabeth’s proclamation lifts Mary’s spirit, 
and she answers Elizabeth with the words we know as the Magnificat. Mary moves from a 

scared outcast teenager to a powerful prophet. She offers a proclamation akin to the words of 
Israel’s great prophets. Mary declares that, with the coming of Jesus, God has “scattered the 

proud in the thoughts of their hearts. [God] has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
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and lifted up the lowly; [God] has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty.” (Luke 1:51-55) Mary declares the world will be upended. Jesus is coming and his birth 

will change everything.  

Jesus changed the world for his presence in the world fills those around him with an 
undeniable sense that God is with them. God came among them, and they felt it. They were able 

to carry on in a time when declaring yourself a follower of Jesus meant death not because they 
were no longer persecuted but because “There, but for the grace of God, they went.” God broke 
into their world, gave them strength and showed them the way forward. 

Jesus changed the world with a radical message of love in action. It isn’t the message so 
much that changes the world as it the messengers. Jesus’ very presence changed hearts and 
minds. His very presence healed people and communities.  

Today, we can get to Immanuel too. We can have an experience of God with us. All we 

have to do is put our love into action. All that is needed is to make space for someone to feel a 
moment of grace. It might just be the moment when they finally feel that they, too, are blessed. 

So, as we await the coming of Jesus into our own lives, let us seek to be that for someone else. 
This Christmas season, be a blessing and change the world. 


