
In search of some Christmas cheer, 
the three children washed their faces, 
combed their hair, and dressed for the 
momentous occasion of talking with 
Santa about what they hoped to find 
under the tree, pitiful though it is. You 
see, they combined all of their wishes for 
only one gift, because it was a present 
for their entire family. After waiting in 
line, they collectively approached the 
great wish granter with hope in their 
eyes. To his question of “…and what 
may I bring to your house…” all three 
said that they were making the same 
request. They wanted, for their entire 
family, a ping pong table. They reminded 
Santa that he had done this for their 
mother when she was a child and they 
longed to repeat the tournaments she 

and her father had had. So with hope 
all over their faces, they asked for the 
ping pong table remembering to say 
please and thank you. And do you know 
that jolly old elf looked them right in 
the eye and said, “No! I cannot possibly 
bring you a ping pong table. It will not 
fit into my sleigh.” Dashed expectations 
in this most wonderful time of the year 
where mystery gives way to peace 
on earth and good will to all persons 
everywhere!

Oh, we live into expectation; we give 
ourselves over to expectation; we 
believe in expectation so much that 
it can become entitlement and thus 
owed. Expectation becomes the norm 
rather than the miraculous unusual 
possibilities that God can bring. Some 
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The mother of our god-daughter called 
to set up a lunch date. Normally, Mary 
Beth is the picture of perfect parenting, 
so I was surprised by a more honest, 
frazzled portrayal of how a mother 
of three might appear especially at 
this time of the year. School is full of 
the season’s hype and all three of her 
children are playing a sport so that 
there are multiple practices every night. 
Most evenings, Mary Beth is a short-
order cook trying to catch the children 
when they are available long enough for 
a quick bite.

So one night, they decided to treat 
themselves to a family meal at a local 
eatery. They washed their faces, combed 
their hair, and dressed up. They ordered 
their dinner and savory smells 
came wafting from the kitchen. 
It was then that Caroline got 
sick. She got sick at the table. 
She got sick in the middle of 
the restaurant. And as patrons 
decided that they did not 
want to eat there any longer, they were 
met at the door with Caroline getting 
sick again…and again in the car on the 
way home. Temporarily living in a rental 
home that has only one bathroom, the 
virus spread through the entire family 
no matter ow many times they washed 
their hands! Dashed expectations in this 
season of comfort and joy.

To improve spirits, Mary Beth brought 
out the Christmas tree. It was an 
aluminum tree that she had salvaged 
from a neighbor’s throw away pile. She 
said, “I snatched it last year, because 
I knew that our things would be in 
storage this year. It is more pitiful than 
I remembered. It rivals Charlie Brown’s 
tree!” Dashed expectations in this 
season of being merry and bright.
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

An Unusual Expectancy
Micah 5:2-5a; Luke 1:26-56

Dashed expectations in this 
season of being merry and 

bright.



of us refuse to think about unusual expectations, 
because we don’t want to invite forlorn hope or 
the familiar ache of disappointment. So rather 
than surrender to an unpredictable world filled 
with surprises, we remain trapped by habitual and 
comfortable barrenness.

Maybe this is why the 
birth narratives in Luke’s 
gospel begin with the 
stories of Elizabeth 
and Mary. I want to 
remind you not to lose 
sight of how unusual 
it is to see so many 
words recorded that women spoke. It’s the norm in 
the biblical narratives for women to be overlooked, 
ignored, silenced. But here in Luke’s gospels, Mary 
and Elizabeth speak and sing and have babies-in-
utero leaping! The only male present is Zechariah 
and not only is he just a background character, he is 
unable to speak at all because of his disbelief! It is 
a drastic contrast, because for once the women are 
the courageous and wisely faithful. It reminds me of 
feminist abolitionist Sojourner Truth who said, Christ 
came “from God and a woman! Man had nothing to 
do with Him.” To bring this to your attention is yet 
one more way to underline how unusual the events of 
this scripture passage are.

When Mary arrives, Elizabeth gives her a blessing 
using the same word that Jesus uses in his Sermon 
on the Mount: “Blessed,” “Markarious,” “abundant 
joy to you, Mary.” And then we watch as cultural 
expectation is turned inside out with God’s unusual 
expectancy. 

+ Elizabeth is no longer able to bear children 
in her old age, and Mary exudes fertility in her 
youthfulness. People would have spoken of 
Elizabeth as “no longer a woman,” and Mary as 
“not yet a woman.” (Letty Russell, “God’s Great Reversal,” The 
Christian Century, November 20-17, 1991) 

+ Elizabeth is a married. Mary is not.

+ Elizabeth and her husband, Zechariah, are 
a part of the established social order since he 
is a priest. Mary is a simple, country girl whose 
betrothed is the local carpenter. And yet, in spite 
of either woman’s social standing, God sees 
them both as necessary to bring about a new 
generation. (Gail O’Day, “The Praise of New Beginnings”)

+ Elizabeth’s long history of barrenness 

has placed her as the recipient of “men’s 
reproach.”(Luke 1:23) And Mary’s unexpected 
and unexplainable pregnancy will make her the 
focus of the town’s gossip. So while Elizabeth’s 
pregnancy removes disgrace; Mary’s pregnancy 

hints at disgrace.

So is it any wonder that 
Elizabeth and Mary 
find one another? Both, 
embarrassed by their 
unusual conditions, 
seek out one another. 
Elizabeth has no one 
with which to share her 

confinement, and Mary, who is surely isolated and 
afraid, finds Elizabeth’s presence to be comforting 
in her social discomfort. They share their unusual 
expectancies that speak to the full range of 
possibilities with which the advent of God surprises 
us.

If I had preached this sermon in my thirties, I would 
have so identified with Mary: a mother-to-be who 
has expectations she doesn’t even realize she has. 
Expectations like: a marriage without any hiccups, 
an easy birth, a healthy baby, a promised son whose 
kingdom will have no end. While the pregnancy came 
about in an unusual way, imagining his childhood 
would have been full of typical expectation. At this 

point, she could not have imagined that her son 
would walk on water, give sight to the blind, or calm 
a storm with just a word of peace. Surely she sent 
Jesus off to Saturday school never dreaming that he 
would eventually confront Sadducees and Pharisees 
and scribes, not to mention kings and tetrarchs, with 
such hostility that they kill him in the end. 

So, Mary sings, but it is not about the child yet to 
be. No, Mary sings about what she knows. And what 
she knows is that the God, in whom she holds faith, 
does mighty things like: extending mercy; scattering 
the proud; putting down the mighty; exalting the 
lowly; filling the hungry; and sending the rich away. 
It almost feels like she is trying to convince herself 
that if God acts to do these things, then God can 
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surely, mysteriously, be her co-conspirator. Hearing 
this young woman’s confession of faith in God, we 
do not have to wonder where Jesus got his sense of 
justice. It came straight from Mary.

It’s remarkable, really, that this angel and God and 
the whole of creation place their trust in the answer 
given by a teenage girl. In all honesty, would you 
hand over the fate of the universe to a gum smacking, 
snarky girl who rolls her eyes at her parents and tries 
to keep the institution of the church from touching 
her soul? But, Gabriel, with heavenly wisdom, never 
gives her a chance to say “No.” Instead, he tells her: 

The Lord is with you; Do not be afraid; And that 
you are chosen.

The angel never asks, “So how does this sound to 
you?” or “Would you like to try this role for a little 
while?” No! He is straight forward in telling her, 
“Here’s the deal.”

While Mary does ask, “How can this 
be?” she leaves out a host of other 
questions you and I might have 
asked, like: (Barbara Brown Taylor, “Mothers 

of God,” Gospel Medicine, p.151ff)

Will Joseph stick around?
Will my parents still love me?
Will we be protected from 
shame?
Will my friends remain loyal?
Will the labor be hard?
Will the delivery be safe?
Will someone be there to help me?
Will I know what to do when he gets colic or 
breaks his arm... 
Or needs braces or gets turned down by his 
college of choice or his heart gets broken?

Mary doesn’t ask these concrete questions of a 
normal expectancy. Instead, Mary asks a question of 
unusual wonder: “How can this be?”

In the face of the unexpected, what questions do 
you ask? When there is terrible illness or a moral 
indiscretion or tragic events or unplanned pregnancies 
or hoped for pregnancies that never happen or 
dismissal from jobs or the trials of caring for an aging 
parent…anytime what is happening to you that is 
different or unusual or stands in contrast to your held 
expectations…what do you ask?

From today’s reading, it seems that while we may 
have a long list of questions, ultimately, what really 
matters is our answer. Can we give a blessing with 
the answer of “yes” or will we shut out possibility by 
answering “no.”

Now, we might think saying “no” to a heavenly being 
would be difficult. It isn’t, for all we have to do is 
stay purposefully overly busy, or turn up the music, or 
return to the addiction of choice, or keep the television 
on. If we will simply distract ourselves enough, when 
we look up, we will see that the angel has left the 
room. (Taylor) We are free to say “no” after all, but, my 
friends, let me warn you that if you keep putting all 
your energy into ignoring a divine invitation, it quits 
being offered. Our persistent “no” turns a corner of 
disbelief, and we can expect some anger and some 
fear and some bitterness to grow in our hearts to give 
justification as to why we never listened in the first 
place.

Advent causes us to ask: where 
is it too late in your life? Where 
has hope been deferred too long? 
Where do you feel the great void 
of barrenness? Where in your life 
are you confident that nothing new 
can ever happen? Where is the 
least likely possibility for new birth? 
Where have you given up on people 
and the promises made by you as 
well as made to you? Where is the 

barren, arid, parched, dryness in your most intimate 
and trusted relationships? Elizabeth and Zechariah’s 
story says that these places are precisely where God 
is waiting to be born. (William Dols, “Oh, Yes, you Did Laugh,” Just 

Because it Didn’t Happen) 

A religious professional, when the desires of 
Zechariah’s own heart for a son go unmet, he quits 
hoping, which is mighty close to disbelief. So the 
angel Gabriel gets his attention by appearing in the 
Holy of Holies in Jerusalem’s Temple. It always makes 
an impression on me that in the very place set aside 
and treasured as most holy and thus a likely place for 
a divine encounter, Zechariah comes with absolutely 
not one bit of expectancy. In fact, the encounter is 
so unusual that for his disbelief, Zechariah is struck 
dumb until his son, John the Baptist, is born. While 
you might wish, on occasion, that this religious 
professional, or others, were silenced, it is completely 
unexpected by Zechariah! His peers have no concept 
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of what is occurring. All they know is that Zechariah 
is taking way too much of their time being in the 
presence of God. It is keeping them waiting, after all!

While we don’t know how Zechariah told Elizabeth 
about her unusual expectancy, it soon became 
obvious. Like Mary, she didn’t question either. She 
accepted her expectancy as a redemptive act of 
God to release her from her stigma of being barren. 
Maybe her faithful resolve comes from those Old 
Testament stories of Sarai and Abraham and Hannah 
and Elkanah or maybe it came from discovering an 
unexpected promise fulfilled even in a barren, dry 
life. Such an unusual expectancy speaks of how God 
brings new life to all of our arid and fallow places, 
because just beyond the flat, brittle season where 
new ideas and visions and dreams seem ready to die, 
God ushers the barren and parched, the bored and 
bereft into a birthing room that allows for something 
new to be born.

How courageous are you to do what is unexpected? 
…to be a dare devil, to take a risk in order to gamble 
on the odds that God is still actively at work to bring 
the miraculous into the world. Saying “yes” does 
not mean you are not afraid. It just means you are 
unwilling to let your fear stop you! (Taylor) There are 
no scripts. There are no guarantees. The invitation of 
Advent simply asks: will you agree to smuggle God 
into the world inside your own body and soul? 

Meister Eckhart, medieval mystic and theologian said: 
We are all meant to be mothers of God. What 
good is it to me if this eternal birth of the divine 
Son takes place unceasingly but does not take 
place within myself? And, what good is it to me if 
Mary is full of grace if I am not also full of grace? 
What good is it to me for the Creator to give birth 
to his Son if I do not also give birth to him in my 
time and my culture? This, then is the fullness of 
time: When the Son of God is begotten in us.

While their season got off to a rocky start, I am not 
worried about Mary Beth and her children. You see, 
she confided in me that the best part of their holiday 
every year is attending a Christmas Eve communion 
service at the Civic Center. Many congregations are 
represented at the service; the largest being the faith 
community of the homeless. After the service, all five 
of her family remain to hand out socks and underwear 
to their fellow worshipers. No dashed expectations 
there. There is only peace and joy and good will 
opening a small space in each for the Christ-child to 

enter in.
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