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In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill 

country, where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When 

Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth 

was filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you 

among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has this happened 

to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound 

of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy.” And blessed is she who 

believed that there would be
 
a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord. 

  

 

Can you imagine the scene? Elizabeth had been childless for many years and was considered 

beyond childbearing age. I usually think of Elizabeth as old, but I bet she was half my age. She 

may have only been in her late twenties or early thirties. Women married and bore children very 

early in Jesus’ day, and few women lived beyond their thirties. Elizabeth knew the pain of 

exclusion from the circles of mothers who gathered at the town well and talked about their 

children. One day, though, everything changed. An angel announced that Elizabeth would bear a 

son. Moreover, he would be a special son, John the Baptist, one who would make the people 

ready to receive the Lord.   

 

Elizabeth spent the first five months of her pregnancy in seclusion, afraid of and perplexed by 

this son growing in her womb, even though the angel said, “You will have joy and gladness, and 

many will rejoice at his birth.” I suspect Elizabeth had no one with whom to talk, especially 

since her husband Zechariah was struck dumb because of his lack of faith and was even not able 

to talk until after the baby was born. 

 

On the other side of the country sat an unmarried young girl, also pondering the words of an 

angel: “Greetings, favored one. The Lord is with you.” How could this be? How could she make 

Joseph, her fiancé, understand that she had not betrayed him, that this child growing inside her 

was of the Holy Spirit? This was not the way Mary had planned her life.   

 

Fortunately, the angel understood Mary’s need for support and told her about a distant relative, 

Elizabeth, who was also pregnant. So Mary set out for a Judean town in the hill country to find 

her cousin. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, she was filled with the Holy Spirit and said, 
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“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. As soon as I heard the 

sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy.” 

 

Why did Elizabeth’s baby, whom we know as John the Baptist, give his Mom a fist bump in the 

womb—which is how I envision it, knowing how John turned out to be? For one thing, Mary and 

Elizabeth’s friendship enabled Mary to move from fear to faith. Mary’s response to her 

pregnancy was to be scared, for in saying “yes” to God, she was taking a huge leap of faith.  

Imagine if you were Mary. You’re about thirteen or fourteen years old, unmarried and pregnant, 

and you cannot explain to anybody how you became pregnant. Do you believe the angel’s words 

or not? I probably wouldn’t have. I think I would have been skeptical. I would have dismissed 

the angel’s words as a fairy tale. I would have been mad. I’m not sure I would have taken that 

leap of faith. Mary did, though, and it was amazing.   

 

But we all have to take that same kind of leap of faith, don’t we? We, too, have to decide who 

this baby Jesus is and what connection he has with our life. Think about it. Mary’s baby was very 

real. Jesus was a flesh and blood person, a descendent of King David. Even though David had 

some tragic flaws, the Jews thought he was the best king they ever had. During Israel’s history, 

as kings became weaker, prophets and even priests cried out to God for someone to save them, 

someone from David’s ancestry who would be a greater king than David.   

 

You and I are asked to believe, then, that a real person of the first century, one of King David’s 

family, born to an ordinary woman named Mary, is also the incarnation of the one who made this 

world, created the moon and the stars and the sun and all the living creatures on earth. We’re 

asked to believe that this baby was not only a real person but was also the real stuff of God. 

We’re asked to believe that this baby, who grew up to be a man, was put to death then raised 

from the dead in order to save us from our sins. And then we’re asked to believe that when we 

look at the life, teachings and death of Jesus, we can see what we need to know about God. Now 

if that’s a little scary for you, if that’s a huge leap of faith, you’re not alone.  

 

Whenever I think “leap of faith,” I recall the time on a family vacation years ago when I leaped 

off a cliff into the water below. It must have been twenty-five feet high. I was scared to death, 

but I figured if my son Garth and daughter Sarah could do it, then I could do it, too.   

 

A few years later I was on a church youth group canoe trip to the Boundary Waters in Minnesota 

and was given another opportunity to jump off a cliff. I climbed up the trail to the top and then 

just stood there, paralyzed. A young man even volunteered to hold my hand and jump with me.  

My daughter jumped with him, holding his hand, but I couldn’t do it. I was too scared, so I 

walked back down. 

 

And then, just a few weeks ago I had another chance. Our entire family was on vacation, and it 

was my birthday. The cliff wasn’t quite so high, so I just jumped. Then I went back up, took hold 

of a vine and swung out over the water like Tarzan. Unfortunately, I let go of the vine too soon 

and landed on my back. Ouch! But I went right back up and tried it again to get it right. I did, 

and I gave my daughter Talitha a great big fist bump of joy. 
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What I keep learning about life is that when we take a leap of faith, we’re always jumping 

scared, even if it’s not the first time. All leaps are trial and error, but I’ve also learned that most 

good things happen when God asks us to trust and take that leap of faith. I’m not sure Mary 

could have taken that leap of faith without Elizabeth by her side. I know she was jumping scared. 

But Elizabeth’s encouragement enabled her to believe that God had, indeed, chosen her to bear 

God’s son. 

 

Do you know what we did last Monday at our church conference? We jumped off the cliff 

together. By deciding to take on the property and assets of Berkley United Methodist Church 

after we’d already done the same thing in Troy in the spring, we took a giant leap of faith. We 

declared to each other and to the world that God has called us to move outside our comfort zone, 

hold hands and risk jumping together into God’s future for us.   

 

You and I are constantly helping each other and our church to move from fear to faith, aren’t 

we? In the words of Carter Heyward, “Faith is a process of leaping into the abyss, not on the 

basis of any certainty about where we shall land, but rather on the belief that we SHALL land.  

We do not risk without some awareness that we are afraid to leap. God, who is waiting there, 

calls us forth.” Don’t be afraid to take that leap at this time of year. And don’t be afraid to jump 

scared, for we’re all on the cliff together. God is calling us to move from fear to faith, to believe 

that in this little baby, Mary’s son, we see God and find hope for ourselves and for our world. 

 

There’s something else. Mary and Elizabeth’s friendship enabled them to move from isolation to 

confidence, for they had the support of each other in the journey. Mary and Elizabeth stayed with 

one another for three months. What they talked about, we can only imagine. No doubt they 

shared stories about how their bodies were changing. They laughed, cried, dreamed and held on 

to one another for dear life. They tried to understand the hand of God in their lives, sharing with 

each other the joy and the burden of blessedness. 

 

I imagine Mary helped Elizabeth with cleaning, cooking and marketing. Her infectious, youthful 

spirit enabled Elizabeth to recover a part of life that she had long surrendered to old age. On the 

other hand, Elizabeth, as the older and wiser one, advised Mary on how to go back and face 

Joseph and love him through the difficult times ahead. 

 

It’s no coincidence that Christianity, more than any other religion, is an embodied faith. God 

became one of us through Jesus, not only so that we could know that God is love but also 

because God could better understand us. I believe God learned through Jesus’ need for 

companionship that we humans need each other in order to live whole and healthy lives.  

 

It’s not too late to regain your confidence that the focus of Christmas is on Jesus. It’s not too late 

to reconnect to family with whom you may be estranged. It’s not too late to visit a shut-in and 

bring joy into their lives. It’s not too late to stuff Christmas stockings for Cass or make a 

contribution to Partners in Mission. It’s not even too late to take that leap of faith and recommit 

your life to the Christ child. 

 

Finally, Mary and Elizabeth’s friendship enabled them to move from uncertainty to joy. Mary 

was perplexed and confused by her pregnancy, but Elizabeth affirmed God’s hand in all of this, 
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thus prompting Mary’s song of praise called the Magnificat. Mary and Elizabeth leaped for joy 

because they realized that God was using them to bless the whole world, they understood that the 

Mighty One was coming to bring hope, and they believed that this baby Jesus was coming to 

break down the walls that divide people from one another. 

 

You, too, can experience that joy. Don’t let cynicism prevent you from feeling the joy. Don’t let 

difficult circumstances lock up the joy. Don’t let the busyness of this time stifle the joy. And 

don’t let fear prevent you from leaping for joy. It’s okay to jump scared, for we’re on the top of 

the cliff together, and Jesus is at the bottom calling us forth. 

 

One time an American journalist had to spend Christmas Eve with his family in Paris. He wrote: 

 

Everything had gone wrong, and when we checked into our hotel on Christmas 

Eve, there was no Christmas spirit in our hearts. It was rainy and cold when we 

went out to eat. We found a drab little restaurant shoddily decorated for the 

holiday. Only five tables were occupied. There were two German couples, two 

French families, and an American sailor by himself. In the corner, a piano player 

listlessly played Christmas music. 

 

We were too tired to find another restaurant. I noticed that the other customers 

were eating in stony silence. The only person who seemed happy was the 

American sailor. While eating, he was writing a letter, and a half-smile lighted his 

face. At the table with the French family on our left, the father slapped one of his 

children for some minor infraction, and the boy began to cry. On our right, the 

German wife began berating her husband. My wife had ordered our meal in 

French. The waiter brought us the wrong thing, and I scolded her. Suddenly, all of 

us were interrupted by an unpleasant blast of cold air. 

 

Through the front door came an old flower woman. She wore a dripping, battered 

overcoat and shuffled in on wet, rundown shoes. She went from one table to the 

other. “Flowers? Only one franc.” No one bought any. Wearily, she sat down at 

the table between the sailor and us. To the waiter, she said, “A bowl of soup. I 

haven’t sold a flower all afternoon.” Then to the piano player, she said hoarsely, 

“Can you imagine, Joseph, soup on Christmas Eve?” He pointed to the tipping 

plate on his piano, which was empty. 

 

The young sailor finished his meal and got up to leave. Putting on his coat, he 

walked over to the flower woman’s table. “Merry Christmas,” he said smiling and 

picked up two corsages. “How much are they?” “Two francs,” she answered. 

Pressing one of the corsages flat, he put it in the letter he had written and then 

handed the woman a twenty franc note. “But, sir, I don’t have change,” she said. 

“That’s okay ma’am,” said the sailor, leaning over and kissing her ancient cheek. 

“This is my Christmas present to you.” 

 

Then he came to me. “May I have permission to present these flowers to your 

beautiful daughter?” In one quick motion, he gave the corsage to my wife, wished 
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us a merry Christmas and departed. Everyone had stopped eating. Everyone had 

been watching the sailor. Everyone was silent. 

 

A few seconds later, Christmas exploded throughout that restaurant like a bomb. 

The old flower woman jumped up, waving the twenty franc note and shouted to 

the piano player, “Joseph, my Christmas present! And you shall have half, so you 

can have a feast, too!” The piano player began to belt out “Good King 

Wenceslaus.” My wife waved her corsage in time to the music. She appeared 

twenty years younger. She began to sing, and our three sons leaped to their feet, 

giving each other fist bumps. 

 

“Gut! Gut!” shouted the Germans and began singing in German. The waiter 

embraced the flower woman. Waving their arms, they leaped for joy and sang in 

French. The Frenchman who had slapped the boy earlier was now drumming 

rhythm with his fork against a glass. The lad, now on his lap, sang in a youthful 

soprano. 

 

A few hours earlier, eighteen persons had been spending a miserable evening. It 

ended up being the happiest, the very best Christmas Eve they had ever 

experienced. All because a young sailor had Christmas in his soul and Christ in 

his heart. He gave us the joy of Christmas. 

 

My friends, how is God choosing you to leap for joy and bring the joy of Christmas to others?  

How is God is using you to break down the walls that divide us from God and one another? How 

is God is calling First United Methodist Church to jump into the waters of faith and of the 

future? Even if we’re scared, it’s okay, because God is with us at the top, we jump together, and 

the baby Jesus is at the bottom waiting to catch us with a fist bump of joy. 

 


