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“The Source of Blessing”
“And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”

“I’m blessed.”

The Friendship Meal is one of our congregation’s most significant outreach ministries, serving some 100 guests
every month and involving many people in our congregation in preparing, serving, and cleaning up after the
meal.  It has become a highlight of my month as I have gotten to know many of the regular diners as well as
those who give of their time and abilities to share the abundance with which God has blessed us with our
neighbours.  It also gives me the opportunity to meet new people who come to the meal for the first time,
usually in my capacity of pouring coffee and welcoming them to Zion.  One of these first-time encounters that
stands out in my mind is a man who came into the Parish Hall by himself and sat at a table on the far side of
the room.  He looked tired, and his general physical appearance indicated that he was going through some
hard times – financially if not emotionally.  He was staring down at the table as I approached along with the
other servers; but when I welcomed him and asked him how he was doing, his reaction caught me by surprise;
he looked at me, smiled, and said softly, “I’m blessed.”

Unfortunately, we were so busy that evening that I didn’t get to speak to this gentleman any further, and he
left as quietly as he had arrived; but his response stuck with me.  Frankly, of all the words I might have
imagined him to have used regarding how he was that evening, “blessed” would have been at the bottom of
my list.  Many of the people who come to our Friendship Meal lead very difficult lives; they struggle to put food
on the table, or to keep a roof over their heads, or to find meaningful employment.  Many people come to the
meal because it is one of the few opportunities they have to dine with other people, a reprieve from the
loneliness that is their daily reality.  The community meals served throughout our community are for many
people the only meal they might have on any particular day.  It is not a life that many of us would consider
“blessed.”  So how – and why – did that man to whom I served coffee believe that “I’m blessed”?

We normally define “blessed” as having all the good things that we would desire or to which people aspire. 
We are “blessed” when our lives are filled with loving family and friends; when we have a warm and safe
home, plenty of food to eat, and nice clothes to wear; when our health is good and we look forward to the
future with confidence.  We give thanks for the “blessings” we receive when everything is going well, when
“God’s in his heaven and all is well with the world.”  By such definitions, the man who we served at the
Friendship Meal should not have considered himself “blessed.”  So, what was happening in his life for him to
say, “I’m blessed”?

The woman who is declared to be “blessed” in today’s Gospel reading is someone who might belong in that
mystery diner’s circumstances, a person who at first glance doesn’t appear to fit into our understanding of
being “blessed.”  When she arrived in the “Judean town in the hill country” where Elizabeth and Zechariah
lived, all that the townspeople would have seen was a woman who was carrying a child out of wedlock, which
in Jewish culture at the time was a scandal that would have brought great shame upon her and her family.  The
Torah stipulated harsh penalties for both such a woman and the man who caused the pregnancy: “If there is a
young woman, a virgin already engaged to be married, and a man meets her and lies with her, you shall bring
both of them to the gate of that town and stone them to death …” (Deuteronomy 22:23-24).  While rabbis had
lessened the harshness of such a penalty over the centuries, a woman carrying a child out of wedlock would
have been ostracized from her community and would have brought great shame to her family.  She would
under no circumstances have been considered “blessed.”



It would not have surprised the readers of Luke’s Gospel if Mary had been turned away from her kinsman
Elizabeth’s home; but to our surprise, not only does her cousin welcome her but declares not once but twice
that Mary is “blessed”:

· “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” – 1:42.
· “And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the

Lord.” – 1:45.

While Elizabeth and Mary are related, they appear to have little in common.  Elizabeth is an old woman,
married to a priest of the Temple, who has never been able to bear children and has suffered the shame that
society foisted upon childless women.  Mary is a young woman from the Galilean town of Nazareth who is
engaged to be married and is looking forward to a life filled with children, family, and friends, living the life of a
typical Jewish woman of her time:

· “Miriam of Nazareth, rooted and nurtured within the traditions of the old covenant, would have been
taught how to keep her home kosher, how to wash pots correctly and avoid food forbidden in the Old
Testament.  She could patch worn garments and weave homespun wool.  When Jesus says, ‘No one
sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment’ (Mark 2:21), he must have been thinking of his
mother mending his torn clothes in their humble home in Nazareth.” – Jenny Robertson, Mary of
Nazareth.

But both so these woman share the experience of life-altering transformation through the message brought to
them by the angel Gabriel, who after announcing to Mary that should would bear a son named Jesus who “will
be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High” (1:32) informs her that “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.” (1:36).  Both of
these women who had experienced shame for different reasons are now the women “through whom God has
chosen to begin the transformation of the world.” (Judith Jones).

We are not told how Mary traveled to Elizabeth home or how long the journey took; the distance from
Nazareth to Jerusalem is @120 kilometres, which at the time would have been a three to four-day trip.  While
the women are relatives, we also have no idea of their previous relationship, whether they were close or
distant relations.  But what we do know is how Mary is greeted when she finally arrives; when she enters “the
house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth,” Elizabeth’s unborn child “leaped in her womb” (1:41), fulfilling
Gabriel’s prophecy that “even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit” (1:15) and foreshadowing
the role of John the Baptist in pointing to “the one who is more powerful than I [that] is coming; I am not
worthy to untie the thong of his sandals.” (3:16).  The Spirit-inspired announcement by Elizabeth indicates that
she is taking on the role of prophet by speaking the prophetic word in this scene, proclaiming “what Mary has
not yet told her and what is not yet visible to the eye: that Mary is pregnant.” (Jones):

· “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.  And why has this happened to
me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?  For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the
child in my womb leaped for joy.  And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of
what was spoken to her by the Lord.” – 1:42-45.

The Spirit-inspired oracles spoken by Elizabeth “offer praise for the faithfulness of Mary, the blessedness of the
Lord’s birth, and the wonder of God’s work of redemption.” (Alan Culpepper).  The report that Elizabeth was
filled with the Holy Spirit alerts the reader that what she says will come as an inspired prophetic utterance, the
Word of God.



Elizabeth welcomes Mary into her home with joy as she recognizes her kinswoman as the “mother of my Lord,”
rejoicing not only in Mary’s being the mother of a son but in the honor of being the physical mother of the
Messiah.  But Elizabeth goes beyond prophesying; she also declares Mary to be “blessed,” the beginning of a
series of blessings that are woven throughout Luke’s birth narrative, “praising God for what God is doing at this
moment of history and recognizing that those who are privileged to be instruments of God’s saving work have
been richly blessed” (Jones):

· “Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for
me, and holy is his name.” – 1:49-50.

· “Blessed be the God of Israel, for he has look favourably on his people and redeemed them.” – 1:68.
· “Master, you are now dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen

your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people …” – 2:29-31.

As Mary is praised as “blessed” for what God has done for and through her, Elizabeth recognizes that she is
also “blessed” because she is in the presence of the “mother of my Lord”; to the blessing of the answer to her
prayer for a child has now been added the blessing of a visit from the one who would be the mother of the
Messiah, the fulfillment of the promise that Gabriel made to Zechariah that “you will have joy and gladness,
and may will rejoice at his birth” (1:14).

Elizabeth’s proclamation of Mary’s blessedness is rooted in the blessing of God which is a thankful expression
of God’s faithfulness, of God’s steadfastness in making good on what God has promised.  Throughout the
literature of Israel and the early church, the “blessed be” formula is used only of God:

· “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, who today has granted one of my offspring to sit on my
throne and permitted me to witness it.” – 1 Kings 1:48.

· “Blessed be the LORD God of Israel, who made heaven and earth, who has giving King David a wise
son, endowed with discretion and understanding, who will build a temple for the LORD, and a royal
palace for himself.” – 2 Chronicles 2:12.

· “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the source of all mercies and the God of all
consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to console those who are in
any affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God.” – 2 Corinthians 1:3-
4.

Elizabeth concludes her Spirit-inspired oracle by declaring Mary to be “blessed” a second time, but there is a
significant difference in this second declaration that is obscured in the English translation.  When she
pronounces Mary to be “blessed … among women,” and proclaims the fruit of Mary’s womb to be blessed,
Elizabeth uses the word eulogemene, which emphasizes that both present and future generations will praise
and speak well of Mary and her child.  But when Elizabeth proclaims that “blessed is she who believed that
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord,” she uses the word markaria, the same
word Jesus uses to describe those who are “blessed” in the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12).  As Jesus reverses the
common understanding of “blessedness” to include those who are poor in spirit, who mourn, who are meek,
merciful, hunger and thirst for righteousness, and are pure in heart, Mary is blessed because “despite all
expectations her social status has been reversed: she will be honored rather than shamed for bearing this child”
(Jones).  But there is another reason why she has been blessed with “beatitude” (divine joy): she believed what
God is able to do what God promises to do.  “Blessing always comes from trusting that God’s Word will be
fulfilled.” (Culpepper).  When Mary responded to the annunciation by Gabriel by declaring “here am I, the
servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (1:38), she become “blessed” because of her trust
in God’s faithfulness and becomes the first disciple of her son: “if a disciple is one who hears the word of God
and does it, Mary becomes the first Christian disciple because she is the first one to hear the word of God and to
consent wholeheartedly that it be done.” (Raymond Brown).  



“I’m blessed”

As we approach our celebration of the birth of our Saviour, some of us may not feel as if we are people who
would consider ourselves “blessed.”  Perhaps our financial circumstances are not where they should be, or our
lives have not turned out as we had hoped.  Perhaps we are not blessed with good health, or the company of
loving family and friends, or the confidence that comes with a secure future.  Perhaps we are mourning the
death of a loved one or grieving over relationships that have become strained or broken or feeling abandoned
by those we once trusted.  It may appear that the blessings of Christmas have passed us by this year.  But the
example of Mary stands before us as a reminder that true blessedness comes not in what we possess, not in
what others may think about us, but comes in our trust that God is faithful and will fulfill all that God has
promised us as surely as the birth of the child born of Mary was the fulfillment of the many and various ways in
which God spoke through God’s prophets which as been accomplished in the birth of the child who is
Emmanuel – God with us.

· “Yet it is not enough to believe that God wills to do great deeds with others but not with you, thus
excluding yourself from such divine action, as those who do not fear God in the height of their power
but give in faintheartedly when they are in trouble.  For such a faith is futile and dead, like a delusion
from a fairy tale.  You must rather, without any wavering or doubt, realize his will toward you and
firmly believe that he will do great things also to you and is willing to do so… Such a faith also comes to
experience the works of God and thus attains to the love of God and leads to songs and praise of God,
so that the believer esteems God highly and truly magnifies him.” – Martin Luther, Commentary of the
Magnificat, 1521.

“I’m blessed.”

I’ve never seen the man who uttered those words at the Friendship Meal after that night, but his words have
stayed with me.  I’m not sure why he considered himself to be “blessed,” but it clearly wasn’t due to criteria
that I might have used to define a “blessed” person.  It reminds me that true blessedness is not based on how I
might define it not on the definitions of others; the true source of blessedness is God, and we are blessed
when we trust in God’s promises and believe that God will accomplish all that has been spoken to us through
God’s holy Word.  A blessed person is a person who faith in rooted in trust and confidence in God’s Word
“according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” (1:55).  No
matter what has happened in our past, what we are experiencing in the present, or what our prospects may be
for the future, we can share in Mary’s “blessedness” when we place our trust in God as the source of all
blessings and share the blessings that the angels proclaim to us in this holy season:

· “The first Christian disciple exemplifies the essential task of discipleship.  After hearing the word of God
and accepting it, we must share it with others, not by simply repeating it but by interpreting it so that
they can see it truly as good news.  As we look forward in Advent to the coming of Christ, let us ask
ourselves how this year we are going to interpret for others what we believe happens at Christmas, so
that they will be able to appreciate what the angel announced at the first Christmas: ‘I announce to
you good news of a great joy which will be for the whole people: To you this day there is born in the
city of David a Savior who is Messiah and Lord.’” (Brown).

“I’m blessed” – because Christ the Saviour is born.  May the blessedness that comes in trusting in this good
news be a blessing to others, so that all may know the Christmas blessing of “joy to the world, the Lord is
come!” Amen.


