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Introduction:  

Last Wednesday was a special day. For George and myself, it 

was the birthday of our twins. But more importantly for the 

church, it was the Feast of the Birth of St John the Baptist, the 

patron saint of our church here in Aldenham. 

The birth of any baby is an exciting time – though it can also 

be a very stressful time, and sometimes a very sad time too, 

as we’ve been reminded by the publication of the Ockenden 

report into maternity care at Nottingham University Hospital. 

John the Baptist’s birth 

Today’s reading from the Gospel of Luke tells of the huge joy 

shown at the birth of John the Baptist and at his naming and 

circumcision ceremony a week after the birth, following 

Jewish custom. His father Zechariah had been unable to speak 

for the past nine months, since he doubted the message of 

the angel Gabriel, who told him that his wife Elizabeth would 

give birth to a son. The relatives and neighbours are already 

amazed that Elizabeth had conceived and actually given birth 

after decades of infertility. But now a second miracle occurs, 

as Zechariah, immediately after writing that the baby’s name 

was to be John, is able to speak, and praises God. 

Zechariah’s outburst of prophecy, which came to be known as 

the Benedictus, reveals how the birth of John and his calling 



to prepare the way for the Messiah is a fulfilment of plans 

God had prepared long ago, revealing his faithfulness to his 

people Israel. 

This is a story about the fulfilment of God’s plans for Israel 

and the world, but it is also a human story about what this 

looks like for individuals who by God’s grace become part of 

his bigger story. So I thought we might look at the story from 

the perspective of John’s mother, Elizabeth.  Join me as we 

imagine how Elizabeth might have told the story. Let’s wind 

back nine months and imagine Elizabeth’s reflections. 

Elizabeth’s story 

The time had long passed when Elizabeth had given up all 

hope of having her own children – let alone grandchildren! 

Like all Jewish women, when she married Zechariah she'd 

expected to be holding a baby within a year. But the years 

had come and gone, and there had been no pregnancy. Her 

hopes had already turned to resignation long before her body 

had started to tell her that the time for child-bearing was 

past. In the early days her friends and neighbours had been 

encouraging, sympathetic, supportive.  But she'd also 

gradually been aware that she was the topic of less friendly 

gossip. She'd heard that some of the older women of the 

village had their own opinions as to why Elizabeth and 

Zechariah couldn't have children.  Perhaps Zechariah had 

been less than diligent in his priestly duties. Or had Elizabeth 

and her husband incurred the wrath of the Almighty by 

“anticipating the wedding”? 

Where is God when I need him? Elizabeth had wondered, as 

the grief of infertility had taken a grip on her heart.  Where 



was the God mentioned in the Psalm that said God “gives the 

barren woman a home, making her the joyous mother of 

children”? 1  Friends had tried to comfort her: “Remember 

Hannah!” said one dear friend. “She waited years to have a 

child, but in the end God heard her prayer, and think what her 

child became – the prophet Samuel!” 

Well, Elizabeth had waited, and prayed. Like Hannah, she'd 

spent hours in the Temple, pouring out her heart to God.  And 

unlike the priest Eli in the story of Hannah, Elizabeth's priest 

was very sympathetic – her own husband Zechariah. 

But neither patience nor prayer had worked. Grateful as she 

was for the support of close friends, Elizabeth had had to bear 

the stigma of being childless, the gossip of some, and the 

insensitivity of others. Most of all, there was that deep 

emptiness inside her, an acute sense of something missing. 

She was so glad that she had a supportive husband in 

Zechariah, one who didn't blame her that he had no son and 

heir. But perhaps Zechariah tried too hard to say the right 

thing. “It's the Lord's will”, he would say. “We just have to 

accept it”. Elizabeth knew that he found it hard too. In trying 

to support her and put a brave face on the situation, so as to 

be a good example to others, Zechariah also carried the same 

deep hurt that she did. Although it wasn't the same – it 

couldn't be.  Men had their work to give them fulfilment. 

Zechariah as a Levite had status in the community, and he 

was known as a faithful priest. But what was a woman 

without children?  She was nobody's mother, nobody's 
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grandma. At times Elizabeth was tempted to think she was a 

nobody. 

But then, on the advice of a friend, she'd started learning to 

recite portions of the scriptures by heart. And so it was that 

one day as she waited for Zechariah to return from his service 

in the Temple, Elizabeth was reciting Psalm 146 and had got 

to verse 8: “The LORD lifts up those who are bowed down; the 

LORD loves the righteous”. 2 Yes, she pondered, God's ways 

are not for us to understand. But God does comfort us, and 

he does reward those who trust in him. 

Elizabeth ran forward to greet her husband, but rather than 

stopping to embrace her, Zechariah took her arm and hurried 

her into the house, as if he had something of great 

importance to tell her that could not be shared where others 

could overhear.  He shut the door behind them and then 

stood there, saying nothing, but clearly wanting to. 

“Are you all right, dear?” Elizabeth asked anxiously. “Has 

something happened in the Temple? Has there been a 

disturbance? Have the Romans arrested somebody?” 

Zechariah shook his head vigorously.  

“Speak to me!” she said, fear rising in her heart.  But 

Zechariah waved his hands from side to side as if to calm her 

and to say that there was nothing to be afraid of.  Clearly he 

was unable to speak, and yet he was desperate to 

communicate something.  

“Wait!” said Elizabeth, as she disappeared into the other 

downstairs room and returned a few moments later with a 
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writing tablet and stylus. And between gestures and a few 

words scratched on the tablet, the strange story emerged. 

Zechariah had seen an angel in the Temple. The angel had 

told him that Elizabeth would have a son, who like Samuel of 

old, would be a great prophet of the Lord. And Zechariah, 

who'd at first refused to believe that this could happen to a 

barren couple of their age, had lost the use of his speech. 

Six months later, now clearly showing the promised 

pregnancy, Elizabeth received word that her young relative 

Mary was coming to visit her from Nazareth.  What was the 

reason for this visit? she wondered. She would be surprised if 

Mary had heard her news all the way up in Galilee, two or 

three day's travel away. Well, whatever the reason, Mary 

would be here soon and all would be revealed. 

Just then, she heard the sound of a donkey's hooves and the 

creaking and rattling of a cart pulling up outside the house 

where she was sitting to escape the heat of the day.  A young 

woman got out of the back and walked purposefully towards 

the front door of the house. “Elizabeth?” came the voice, 

mixed with excitement and youthful uncertainty. 

Suddenly, before Elizabeth could take a step towards the 

door, a great surge of joy rushed through her body, 

accompanied by a violent movement from the baby in her 

womb. It was almost as if he were jumping with the same 

exuberant joy that had overwhelmed Elizabeth. “Mary!” she 

cried as she thew open the door. For a short moment the two 

women looked at each other as if each was a long-lost friend. 

Then Mary rushed into Elizabeth's open arms.  



“Mary!” sobbed Elizabeth, overcome with an emotion that 

had come as if out of nowhere and yet was fully her own, 

“You are so blessed, more than all women!” And without 

knowing where the words came from, she blurted out, “And 

blessed is the fruit of your womb!  Why has this happened to 

me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” 

Mary suddenly stepped back from Elizabeth's embrace, her 

face filled with a combination of joy and bewilderment. “How 

did you know?” she asked.  

“I – I just don't know”, said Elizabeth, struggling to 

understand the words that had just come out of her own 

mouth. “But when I heard your voice my baby just leapt for 

joy. And I think God has another message for you too: Blessed 

is she who believed that what the Lord told her would come 

true”. 

The next three months were unlike any others in Elizabeth's 

life.  Whether doing housework together or just sitting down 

and relaxing, she and Mary had so much to tell each other. 

Away from the ears and eyes of others, they dared to tell the 

full story of what had happened in their lives, somehow 

knowing that the other would understand. Secure in the 

certainty that Elizabeth would believe her, Mary told the 

secret that she had kept to herself for fear of the 

condemnation of others. Elizabeth saw in this young woman a 

spiritual maturity beyond her years, and as Mary bubbled 

over with praise to God, Elizabeth remembered the song of 

Hannah, the mother of the prophet Samuel: “My heart exults 



in the LORD; my strength is exalted in my God… The LORD 

makes poor and makes rich; he brings low; he also exalts”. 3  

By the time Elizabeth's baby boy was born, she knew with a 

confidence she could not explain that somehow God had 

everything in hand.  At the baby's naming ceremony, she had 

the writing tablet ready for Zechariah to use when the family 

questioned the name the angel had given for the child. And 

she and Mary exchanged amused glances at the shocked 

expressions on their faces when her husband's speech 

miraculously returned.  

“God's ways may not be for us to understand”, Elizabeth told 

Mary as she helped her onto the donkey cart for the return to 

Nazareth, “but I know they will work out for good in the end.  

God's mercy has indeed dawned on us. The Lord will keep the 

promises he made to Abraham and his descendants. All we 

have to do is to play the part he has given us.” 

- - - 

That is Elizabeth's story, as I have interpreted what we read in 

the Bible. Let me finish by asking a few questions that arise 

from the story: 

Do any of the themes ring bells for you, or for someone you 

know?  

Have you ever struggled to understand God's purposes for 

your life? 

How have you responded to disappointment, illness or loss?   
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How do you maintain your faith when God seems distant and 

your spiritual life is dry?   

Could you, like Elizabeth, learn to meditate more on the 

scriptures, and to practise counting your blessings?   

Are you ready for God to do something new and surprising 

with you? 

Prayer 

Heavenly Father, you saw the faithfulness of Elizabeth and 

Zechariah and listened to their prayers.  Give us those who 

will encourage us, and those we can encourage in our turn. 

Keep us faithful to you through good times and bad, and 

make us ready to serve you however and wherever you may 

call us. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


