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The Gospel of Luke has a pretty clear stance on the role of women. In Luke, women are 

never called disciples or apostles. Their role is that of nurturer, of a listener, meant to learn in 

silence, to be a “hearing community.” It brings to mind for me, that antiquated saying about 

children, that they should be seen and not heard.  Well, it seems that Luke would say likewise 

for women.  

 

Contextually, we recall that during this time, women were the property of men, without 

much in the way of rights, power, or authority. Their main function was procreation, to bear 

children, preferably male children, because this was the highest status and form of security a 

woman could achieve for herself. Giving birth to a son was a celebrated honor which helped 

keep you safe and provided for. Which is why “barrenness” was particularly troubling, it made 

women even more vulnerable, and stigmatized them because the inability to have children 

was always perceived as the woman’s fault and was often considered a punishment from God.  

 

In the Gospel of Luke there are 133 named men; there are only ten named women. Of 

those ten named women, there are only three who speak and whose words are not followed 

by being condescended to or corrected. These three women are Anna, Mary, whom we will 

look more closely at next week, and Elizabeth.  

 

These three women seem to be the exception in Luke, likely because their stories 

revolve around childbearing, which women should have authority and agency on.  

 

But, Elizabeth is set apart from other women in a couple of ways.  

 

First, she is barren, which as I said, was often considered punishment from God. But our 

text identifies both Elizabeth and Zechariah as being righteous before God, and she should 

have had the benefit of being a descendant of Aaron, and still, she had been unsuccessful in 

having children and suffered the societal consequences of this. She describes it as having 

endured disgrace among her people.  

 



Having never conceived a child or endured the pain of unsuccessfully trying to conceive 

a child myself, I can only imagine how difficult, painful, and heartbreaking that is. The strength 

it takes to persist and to do so, too often, in isolation, in silence, in shame, is unimaginable; I 

could see how one might lose hope. Zechariah seems to have lost hope when he doubts what 

the angel has told him. But we are given no indication that Elizabeth lost hope or faith. 

 

And so, even though she is “getting on in years,” by divine intervention, Elizabeth 

conceives a child, and not just any child, but one that will be “great in the sight of God,” who 

will be filled with the Holy Spirit and the power of Elijah, who will be a prophet who will move, 

and change, and transform people, bringing them closer to God.  

 

She believes this conception is the gift of God, “this is what the Lord as done for me 

when he looked favorably upon me…”  

 

It feels as though she has conceived hope itself.  

 

The next chunk of Scripture I read, where Mary visits Elizabeth, sets Elizabeth apart as 

well. Although Luke does not afford her the title, Elizabeth takes on the role of a prophet by 

expressing the only Christological insight by a woman in the Gospel, “why has this happened 

to me, that the mother of my LORD comes to me?... blessed are you among women! And 

blessed is the fruit of your womb!”  

 

Mary hadn’t even had a chance to tell Elizabeth about her angelic visit, and it certainly 

wasn’t apparent yet that she was pregnant. Additionally, because Mary was not yet married, 

Elizabeth would have no reason to suspect she was pregnant. Not to mention that if Elizabeth 

had found out Mary was unwed and pregnant, Elizabeth would have responded quite 

differently, because she would have known just how scary and dangerous that could be for 

Mary. But Elizabeth simply knows and offers a congratulatory prophetic word to Mary! Which 

was probably exactly what Mary needed. 

 

Because although Mary gave her “yes” to Gabriel, I imagine her journey to Elizabeth 

involved some grappling with what she had been told was to come. The text says, right after 

her encounter with Gabriel, that she “set out and went with haste.” There was some sense of 

urgency as she began her journey to the home of Elizabeth and Zechariah.  

 

Upon entering the house, she greets Elizabeth and is met with a warm and affirming 

welcome, a knowing prophetic word, because Elizabeth feels the leap of joy in her womb and 

knows. She knows Mary is carrying the Christ child, the Son of God, the Messiah.  

 



I love these stories and these women, women of strength and courage, of great faith 

and enduring hope. Both have had their fates delivered by the angel Gabriel, fates dictated by 

the sons they carry in their wombs, but only one of them hoped for this, Elizabeth.  

 

I have often wondered why Gabriel visited Zechariah and not Elizabeth. The only 

understanding I have reached is that Zechariah needed it more. The years of being unable to 

have children had, understandably, resulted in a loss of hope for him. They had been 

disappointed time and time again. They had remained faithful servants of God, but Zechariah 

had probably resigned himself to the fact that they would never have children and that was 

OK. His response to Gabriel is simply, “how will I know this will be so? For I am an old man, and 

my wife is getting on in years.” This response, although it involves some doubt, which has its 

consequences, shows that he also takes responsibility for his and Elizabeth’s inability to 

conceive. He acknowledges that he too is old and does not place all blame on his wife.  

 

I do not know for certain why Gabriel visited Zechariah instead of Elizabeth, but I like to 

think it was because somehow, she never truly lost hope. She didn’t need the angelic visit to 

accept this gift that she had hoped and prayed for.  

 

Zechariah needed hope to be conceived in him anew. As much as I love and admire 

Elizabeth and am thankful for the prophet she was to Mary and the hope that she was able to 

give her, I identify more with Zechariah.  

 

I too have doubts and questions, I too lose hope at times and feel resigned to how 

things are. I need hope consistently conceived in me again and again. I have to remember to 

call to mind and look for things that give me hope, all the big and little things: a sunset; a deep, 

rich, night sky dotted with twinkling stars; watching my nephew learn and play and use his 

imagination and in so doing, inviting me to use mine too; small acts of kindness like seeing one 

stranger pay for another stranger’s coffee; the inquisitive discussions we have in Quest; 

spending time admiring creation, the beauty, diversity, genius, connectedness, and wonder of 

it; connecting with people over a cup or at a bedside or in prayer; and communities of faith 

that strive to make the world a better place, like First United.  

 

If you are like me, and Zechariah, and need the conception of hope again from time to 

time, take a few minutes today or in the coming week, to think about or jot down those things 

that give you hope. This can be a practice, a prayer, or simply a few passing thoughts to 

remind you that hope is all around us, we just have to remember to look for it and let it work 

its way into our hearts. Not all of us have the enduring, unfailing hope of Elizabeth, but that 

does not mean all is hopeless!  

 



Jan Richardson has a poem about hope that feels like a challenge to us but really an 

invitation, to hope even when it seems all hope is lost. She says: 

 

Hope nonetheless. 

Hope despite. 

Hope regardless. 

Hope still. 

 

Hope where we had ceased to hope. 

Hope amid what threatens hope.  

Hope with those who feed our hope. 

Hope beyond what we had hoped. 

 

Hope that draws us past our limits. 

Hope that defies expectations. 

Hope that questions what we have known. 

Hope that makes a way where there is none. 

 

Hope that takes us past our fear. 

Hope that calls us into life. 

Hope that holds us beyond death. 

Hope that blesses those to come.  

 

May you too conceive hope anew again and again, especially this Advent season. 

 

Amen.  

 


