
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd     Pastor Scott Trevithick 
Date:  December 19, 2021, Yr. C, 4th Sunday in Advent 
Text:  Luke 1:39-56 (Please add v. 56 to the designated Lectionary text)  
Title: Finding Sanctuary during Unsettled Times   
Focus: Mary and Elizabeth, two unlikely expectant mothers, provided safety or 
sanctuary for each other during an unsettled time. Where or with whom do we seek 
sanctuary during our own unsettled times? Do we or can we provide that safe place for 
another?  

Luke 1:39-56 (NRSV)  

39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill 
country, 40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41When 
Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled 
with the Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, 
and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the 
mother of my Lord comes to me? 44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, 
the child in my womb leaped for joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would 
be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”  

46And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, 47and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Savior, 48for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now 
on all generations will call me blessed; 49for the Mighty One has done great things for 
me, and holy is his name. 50His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to 
generation. 51He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts. 52He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and 
lifted up the lowly; 53he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty. 54He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, 55according to 
the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”  

56And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home. 

 

Are You Feeling Unsettled? 

Last week I asked you to recall when you’d been new—When were you a student 
in a new school, starting a new job, or looking to settle into a new home after moving to 
a new community.  

There’s another side to that question: Selling One’s Home: I talked this week 
with a Good Shepherd family who has sold their home where they have lived for 30 
years. Though they are not leaving Reno and will still live in the same neighborhood, 
they are selling a place full of memories:  

• of everyday meals shared around the table 

• of family gatherings and milestones and seasonal celebrations 
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• of watching young adults grow and have children of their own and then watching 
those grandchildren grow 

• of beloved family pets scampering through the halls and up and down the stairs 

• of fruit harvested from the trees they planted in the back yard 

Selling their house is not a crisis or a tragedy. It is a choice they’re making and 
they know at this point in their lives that it’s for the best, but it’s still hard, still unsettling. 
It is still a hard choice to make and to implement.  

What’s been unsettling for you? 

• Your own health? Are you awaiting test results, still trying to figure out what’s going 
on in your body? Maybe a diagnosis has been made, but you are grappling with the 
initial shock of that diagnosis and what it means for you. Maybe your health 
challenge is an on-going, chronic condition and what’s unsettling is learning to live 
within its limitations. The challenge is to live with the fluctuations—you want to be 
able to rejoice in a good day and want to take advantage of it when it unpredictably 
comes as well as retain an even keel for when difficult days come, too, when you 
just do want to—or can’t—do anything.     

• Maybe what has been unsettling is bearing responsibility as a caregiver, with 
day-to-day responsibilities that don’t seem to let up. You love your family member or 
friend for whom you care, but the pressures and the number and relentlessness of 
the tasks are exhausting.   

• Maybe what is unsettling is the heavy weight of grief. Maybe you have said 
goodbye to a loved one in the last year or two. Maybe that loss was longer ago than 
that, but it’s still keenly felt and when you’re facing other losses or stressors, that 
grief weighs heavier on you.  

• Transition: You might be feeling unsettled because of a different kind of transition in 
your life. Maybe you have finished school or retired or reached some other 
milestone, but you aren’t sure what’s next. There is celebration and accomplishment 
in those milestones, but likely some stress and anxiety, too  

• We have all experienced unsettling conditions during COVID—health concerns, 
work stress, family changes, and living with restriction and isolation. We all bear the 
anxiety and fatigue of constantly changing conditions and rules and the difficulty of 
personal decision-making to assess risk and make the best choice when there 
seems to be no truly good choice.   

• Some work settings during COVID have been even more stressful than others.  
Health Care: Here’s what one Emergency Room physician has said:  

"You knew when you decided to get into emergency medicine that there 
was the potential for disasters and mass casualties and all these sorts of 
things," Hutchinson said. "But unless you were in Boston or 9/11 or Las 
Vegas [for massive attacks in those cities], you don't really know what this 
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[the COVID pandemic] is like. And no one's ever been through anything like 
this before.”1 

Still, this is uncharted territory for everyone. How is he holding up? Hutchison 
took a deep breath and began,  

"You know, this affects everyone differently. There were clearly some people on 
edge that I was working with. Everything is different, and every day something 
clinically significant changes -- either how we do it or the virus or the shortages 
of masks or gowns. Every single day, something is different, and you can't get 
into a routine.” 

"So, that's been the hardest part of it. The routine is a lack of routine, and when 
you can't get into a routine, that, for me, is the most stressful part." 

These comments actually came from earlier in the COVID pandemic. There 
continues to be stress and increasing weariness for many as the pandemic continues 
and takes new dimensions.  

All kinds of work settings have found COVID unsettling: others in healthcare, 
teachers, retail workers, restaurant workers, service workers of various kinds.  

Service workers: When I got a haircut recently, I noticed a sign on the door 
almost pleading customers to be patient and kind. The sign bluntly instructed that staff 
members did not design COVID protocols—suggesting that they should not be unfairly 
blamed or subjected to abusive treatment as a consequence of the distress others 
experience. The sign instructed, for their health and safety (as well as for others), do not 
yell at them, wear a mask, and call this toll free number if you’d like to talk with 
someone at their management level/corporate office.  

Teachers are weary:2  

• "I'm trying to find the joy in my job right now," one teacher told CNN, "because 

I'm hanging by a thread." 

CNN recently asked schoolteachers to tell [them] about their jobs and how 
they're coping. More than 700 responded, from all corners of the country. Many said this 

 
1 Steve Kornacki, March 25, 2020 (This is obviously early in COVID, but indicates the strain for healthcare 

professionals. “Dr. Chris Hutchinson Provides Moving Insights in to Battling COVID-19.” Posted on “Go 

Blue” Michigan website. https://mgoblue.com/news/2020/3/25/football-dr-chris-hutchinson-provides-

moving-insights-into-battling-covid-19.aspx The speaker is Dr. Chris Hutchinson, ER Physician and father 

of Aiden, a 2021 Heisman Trophy Finalist. 

2 Quotes from the following section are excerpted from Alisha Ebrahimji and Christina Zdanowicz, 
“Teachers say school shootings and mental health struggles have made this year their hardest yet.” 
Posted at CNN December 17, 2021. https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/17/us/teachers-school-violence-
pandemic-burnout-trnd/index.html 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/03/us/teachers-school-threats-callout/index.html
https://mgoblue.com/news/2020/3/25/football-dr-chris-hutchinson-provides-moving-insights-into-battling-covid-19.aspx
https://mgoblue.com/news/2020/3/25/football-dr-chris-hutchinson-provides-moving-insights-into-battling-covid-19.aspx
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has been the toughest year for teaching they've ever had. They asked CNN to withhold 
their last names out of fear of retribution. 

Did you catch that? The atmosphere is so charged, that they don’t want to even 
have their last names mentioned because they fear they’ll be blamed or otherwise 
harmed. They don’t even have a safe place to talk about what they’re facing and the 
personal toll that it takes. They figure it is better for them to be quiet and not draw 
attention to themselves than to acknowledge they need help.  

School violence and the pandemic -- on top of all the other duties that teachers 
must juggle each day -- create an underlying layer of stress that does not go away for 
teachers.   

• "Every day it feels like I'm wading through this quicksand that keeps trying to pull 
me under. I'm trying to reach the edge, but I can't quite grab it." (Angela) 

This year, [another teacher, Emily] said she's been essentially serving as a 
therapist, nurse, counselor and life coach to her students -- on top of teaching [her 
students] about science. 

• "If I could explain what teaching is like right now I would say it's like trying to build 
a house of cards out of a deck of cards but you're outside, and there are 10-mile-
an-hour winds and the table you're trying to build on is ... one of the legs is 
broken, so it's wobbly," she said. 
"And you know, the cards are on fire and all the while you've got people yelling at 
you from the sidelines ... So it just feels like chaos." 

But as a teacher, Emily said, it's not in her nature to give up. 

. . . teachers are weary, stressed, unsettled. . .  

This was an unsettling time for Mary  

 The gospel text from Luke describes an unsettled time for Mary. From our 
vantage point in human history, we may overlook the difficulty of what she experienced, 
viewing it with a certain romanticism. Maybe our view is “She’s the mother of Jesus—
honored and revered in human history. What could be hard about that?”  

 And there’s support in the text for such a view. Mary herself says: 

• Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; (Luke 1:48b) 

Yes, that’s in the text, but that’s not the whole story.  

In the passage immediately preceding what we read today, the angel Gabriel 
visits her to tell her that she will bear a son. Her initial response is  

• “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34) 

A reasonable question, right? 
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Gabriel explains— “explains”—how could any explanation of such a thing be fully 
comprehensible or sufficient? Gabriel explains about the power of the Holy Spirit and 
that Jesus will be set apart as holy and recognized as God’s Son.  

Again—how do you grasp all of that? This news from Gabriel to Mary strikes me 
as being like a doctor who announces to us a shocking diagnosis. You hear what the 
doctor is saying, but there is shock and difficulty grasping what it means and how to 
make sense of it. That’s like Mary’s “How can this be?” It is simply too much to grasp.   

 Gabriel offers something of a reassuring sign that is meant to verify that the 
unlikely words that he is saying could possibly be true. He tells Mary that  

• 36And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 

son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be 

barren. 37For nothing will be impossible with God.”  

In that exchange with Gabriel, Mary says,  

• “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to 

your word” (Luke 1:38)  

Mary makes a strong expression of faith and displays a remarkable receptivity to 
God’s plan or will, but I think that we can still imagine how overwhelming it must be. She 
is  

• Young, and without resources 

• Betrothed, but unmarried 
o When Joseph learned Mary was pregnant, and before he understood 

himself this was by the Holy Spirit, he reasoned that Mary had violated her 
betrothal, which was binding like a marriage contract.  

o Matthew’s gospel credits Joseph as being a righteous man who did not 
want her to experience public disgrace, and so resolved to dismiss her 
quietly (Matthew 1:18-19). 

o It’s not hard to imagine, that if Joseph, being “a righteous man” sought to 
dismiss her quietly, that there would be much more harsh social 
punishment by others who had no such understanding that her pregnancy 
as a not-yet-fully-married young woman came as a gift of God.  

• Pregnant, facing uncertainty, and likely afraid, despite her courageous 
willingness to be used by God (“Let it be with me according to your word” (Luke 
1: 38). 

Mary and Elizabeth Provided Sanctuary for Each Other 

• Luke begins today’s passage by describing that Mary went “with haste,” to 
Elizabeth, suggesting it was important and/or urgent. Seeking support and finding 
sanctuary at an unsettled time was important and urgent.  
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• She and Elizabeth were both unlikely mothers. Elizabeth, now 6 months pregnant 
with John, was exceptionally old. Mary, as we have said, was young and 
betrothed, and chosen by God to be the mother of Jesus by the Holy Spirit.  

• Mary went. . .she was receptive to help. At least in an unspoken way, she asked 
for help.  

o Remember what we said earlier about how hard we sometimes find it to 
acknowledge that we need help, to ask for it, or to accept it when it is 
offered? Mary sought and was able to receive help.  

• Elizabeth greeted her, welcomed her with joy and laughter 
o Elizabeth was “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Luke 1:41) and recognizes that 

Mary is blessed. 
o John leapt in her womb, which Elizabeth sees as a sign of recognition of 

God’s blessing on Mary and that Mary is indeed carrying God’s own, her 
Lord (Luke 1:43). 

• Mary stayed with Elizabeth 6 months (See 1:56). Interestingly, she seemed to 
leave to go home right before John was born. John’s birth is described in the next 
passage (Luke 1:57-f), after Mary goes home.  

Who or what or where has been a sanctuary or safe place for you? 

 Amidst the stressors and the persistent factors which we have previously 
acknowledged which cause us to feel “unsettled,” who or what or where has been a 
sanctuary or safe place for you as Elizabeth was for Mary or, better yet, which they 
mutually provided for one another? 

Do we or can we provide that safe place for another? What is sanctuary or a safe 
place for you?  

A few examples from the discussion within our Tuesday Bible study:  

• One said his childhood family home, which his parents continued to own and 
occupy until their deaths just a few years ago, remained a place of sanctuary as 
“home.” Though he was married, had raised children, and had lived in many 
different communities over the years, his childhood home was still a place of 
belonging, safety, and security even up to and through his 50s. 

• Another described her grandma as a person who provided that atmosphere of 
safety and security. Now a grandma herself, she mentioned, interestingly, that a 
smell was a trigger to that memory of her grandma. She said a soap, hard to find 
and distinct to her grandma, reminds her of her grandma. How interesting that a 
scent can be a trigger to a memory and a relationship. Does a smell remind you 
of a place or a person?  

• Is it a practice that creates a safe place for you? It is journal writing or using the 
Advent devotional? Another daily ritual? A form of prayer or a daily walk or 
exercise?  
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Do we or can we provide that safe place for another?  

 We often call this physical space the worship space, but, more traditionally, it’s 
known as the sanctuary. This space is a holy space of sanctuary—of safety and security 
as we gather together and encounter God. 

 What do you think about the people in the pews today or any other Sunday? Why 
do you imagine they are there? What needs do you imagine they bring with them? How 
might this place, this time of worship, this encounter with God, and this atmosphere of 
welcome contribute to the safety and security or sanctuary that, by God’s grace, we 
might be able to provide? 

 Thanks be to God for the gifts or resources that are available to us when we 
encounter difficult times in life that cause us to be unsettled. Thanks be to God for the 
sanctuary that Mary received through Elizabeth, for the real-life stories that we 
encounter in the Bible that reflect both pain and joy, and for the sanctuary which we 
ourselves may discover.  

 


