
Malachi 4:5-6; Luke 1:5-7,11-25,39-66 

Christmas can be a difficult time for many. Some have lost loved ones recently or a 

longer time ago. Some cannot be with their loved ones because of a relationship 

breakdown, work commitments or a myriad of other reasons. Some fall into debt to make 

it a special time for the family and then struggle to pay it off. The feelings of guilt, 

despair and helplessness abound. 

For some stories of new born babies are hard to hear. Those who cannot have children, 

those who know they will not have them, single people, people who have lost their babies 

or children one way or another will all feel saddened rather than uplifted by readings of 

Mary and baby Jesus or Elisabeth and baby John. 

I imagine Elisabeth and Zachariah reconciled themselves to their childless fate 

eventually. They were pious and because the Bible does promise prosperity and children 

to those who lead blameless lives, they would have felt punished and left wondering why 

they weren’t blessed with any, even though the Bible tells us that ‘Both of them were 

righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees 

blamelessly’. Elisabeth definitely as we read in the passage and maybe even both of them 

would have felt guilty for letting the family down – after all children meant that the 

family line lives on. This was so important to the people of Israel. And yet Elisabeth and 

Zachariah failed to deliver. They would have felt cursed. Elisabeth calls it ‘my disgrace 

among the people’.  

Today couples who want to but cannot have children are likely to feel the same sense of 

shame, punishment and betrayal by their own bodies/fate/God. Women in particular are 

still judged by their ability to give birth and raise a family.  

In ancient times a woman’s womb could bring her greatest honour but was at the same 

time the source of her shame. The Rev Dr Scott Black Johnston in his sermon ‘Head of 

Household?’ explains: ‘at the heart of Plato's work was his contention that emotional 

responses to the world were faulty reactions. The goal of philosophy (and indeed, of 

society itself) was to help men cultivate their powers of pure reason so as to be freed from 

the shackles of raw, undisciplined emotion. While this pursuit of reason was the ultimate 

goal for a man, Plato argued that it was an impossible quest for a woman, for, according 

to the author of The Republic, women were at their core emotional creatures. Then, 

demonstrating that his medical knowledge was as shallow as his chauvinism was deep, 

Plato and other philosophers argued that a woman's womb was the seat of her 

irrationality. They claimed that from time to time a woman's womb would actually uproot 

itself and travel around inside her body. When a womb began migrating about a woman's 

body, the philosophers believed it led to general emotional upset. Hence, a diagnosis of 

"hysteria," literally, "of the womb."’
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 That’s the same root as in the word hysterectomy.  

Even though we have a far greater understanding of human biology and psychology, the 

prejudice is still alive and well. We still believe, as a society, that men make better 

                                                 
1
 http://day1.org/1021-head_of_household.  

http://day1.org/1021-head_of_household


presidents, prime ministers, CEOs of companies, scientists or ministers. As a rule they’re 

tougher, don’t take things as personally and don’t get upset over nothing. They don’t get 

pregnant either so there are no complications and no need to find a temporary 

replacement.   

Today’s reading from Luke turns our priorities and our prejudices on their head. The men 

are silenced – Joseph never says a word and Zachariah, even though he had received the 

greatest honour a priest could get – he was chosen to go to the Holiest of Holies – is 

blatantly silenced by the angel for 9 months!  

It’s the women who take centre stage. It’s the women who are touched by the grace of 

God so much that they actually recognise the work of God in and around them for what it 

is. It’s the two female cousins, Elisabeth and Mary, who sing praises to God even though 

their situation was not straightforward or easy. It’s the women who imagine, prophesy 

and pray for a world where proud are scattered, rulers are brought down from their 

thrones but the humble lifted up. In their powerful vision they see God who has filled the 

hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. What a world! What a dream 

to strive for! And it’s the women who see it. 

Moreover, baby John is said to have been born, through Elisabeth, to Aaron’s line. That’s 

the line of leaders. We might expect John to be a great leader then – thanks to and 

through his mum. Through his dad Zachariah he will inherit or learn piety. The angel says 

more though. He claims that John ‘will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of 

Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom 

of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’ 

Maybe then our feelings, emotions and tenderness for one another, our turning of the 

hearts towards one another, matter. Maybe when God proclaimed in 1 Samuel that ‘the 

Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on 

the heart.’ – maybe God meant it? Maybe our way of judging people and the world by 

assessing their strength, power and influence is not the way God wants us to look at 

people? Maybe there really is power in weakness? What if God calls us this Christmas, 

through the birth of a tiny baby, to reassess our priorities? Maybe a different kind of 

leadership is needed in the world and in the Church? A different kind of leader? One that 

looks at the heart rather than outward appearance. One who serves rather than rules, one 

who mothers us all, who values the feminine qualities which are not valued by the world. 

I realize this sermon might be difficult to hear for many men. How can you be a man in a 

religion which calls for more motherly and feminine approach, more feeling and 

emotions? We can’t deny there is a crisis of masculinity and it needs to be solved as it 

results in either men being lost and withdrawn or aggressive and violent. Joanna 

Pickering in her article ‘The Male Identity Crisis and Gender Inequality’ writes though 

that addressing this crisis of male identity without addressing the appalling gender 

inequality weighted against women in so many areas of life, will lead nowhere. She 

continues: ‘fixing gender inequality directly increases benefits for men, in terms of 

health, safety, work and family. For example, in breaking down male bravado, which 



leads to willingness to seek medical and mental health care.’ She suggests: ‘the strength 

and qualities of men are needed and more than ever. We need men to use their power to 

stand up when witnessing violence toward others more vulnerable, to not be complicit, to 

push the less powerful through to show their talent, teach our children these qualities, to 

be resourceful and communicative—and willing to get it wrong; that over the option to 

rage and withdraw, is the option to unite.’
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Maybe then only when we come together, recognizing our mutual gifts and contribution 

as equally valuable, can we truly be what God intended us to be. Elisabeth and Zachariah 

provide a good example of that. No one believed Elisabeth when she said that her son’s 

name is to be John. It was unexpected, went against the grain of tradition and was 

pronounced by a weak and hysterical woman. Surely Zachariah will know better! He then 

supports her though. Maybe by standing together, male and female, for what God wants 

from us – however unexpected, unbelievable and contrary to custom – will we be able to 

witness to God’s tender love for the world. A love so different that it chose to come in the 

form of a tiny baby. Thanks be to God. Amen.  
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