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Sermon for the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, May 31, 2018 
Sung Mass 
By the Reverend Dr. Matthew Daniel Jacobson 
Zephaniah 3: 14–18a; Psalm 113; Colossians 3:12–17; Luke 1:39–56* 

 
I’ve seen several articles published over the last week 
talking about the drop in the number of babies born in 
the U.S. in 2017. It was down about 2% from the prior 
year to about 3.85 million.1 The articles focus on the 
birth rate being below what is necessary for our 
population to replace itself. And that’s true, but it also 
really has been the case since the seventies.  
 
What stood out to me more, population growth 
statistics aside, was just seeing the number itself. 
Nearly four million babies are born every single year in 
the U.S. That’s still a lot of babies. 
 
I’ve spent some time on hospital labor and delivery 
units as a pediatrics resident where we would cover the 
higher risk deliveries (just in case), and also take care 
of the babies in the newborn nursery. They are busy 
places, and it amazed me how much volume passed 
through those units. Every day, new mothers in labor 
                                                        
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/the-big-number38-
million-babies-were-born-in-the-us-last-year-thats-a-drop/2018/05/25/ce96af5a-5f6f-
11e8-a4a4-c070ef53f315_story.html?utm_term=.1f867134abf1, (accessed 30 May 
2018). 
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would come in, babies would be born throughout the 
day and night, and usually new mothers would go 
home with their babies after just a short stay in the 
hospital.  
 
And it goes on like that, day after day on those units—
usually, without complications. So, it can almost seem 
routine and ordinary. And, in some sense, it is. After 
all, it does happen four million times every year, just 
here in the States. And working on a unit like that, it is 
easy to get lost as part of what can seem like a big 
baby machine and focus only on getting the job done. 
 
But, I don’t think that is how most of the mothers on 
those units feel. Their experiences are unique, special, 
and anything but ordinary. Now, I’m not trying to say 
that delivering a baby is a walk in the park—far from 
it.  
 
And it is not something I ever will be able to speak to 
from personal experience. This is all clearly second-
hand information. But, I do have several friends who 
are mothers of young children.  
 
Most of them don’t go to church, or consider 
themselves to be especially religious, but they talk 
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about being changed after bringing a life into the 
world. They don’t know what exactly it is that they 
believe, but there is something striking about how 
they’ve expressed the experience to me. If I were to 
put my own language on it, which also happens to be 
the language used to describe Elizabeth in today’s 
Gospel, I would say that they were “filled with the 
Holy Spirit.”2 They are recognizing God active in their 
lives. 
 
And, I’m struck by how something that happens four 
million times in the U.S., something so common, can 
often be so powerful spiritually. It seems to be a place 
where the ordinary and extraordinary intersect—where 
the divine is perceptible. The story of the Visitation 
that we celebrate today has a lot that is ordinary. But at 
the same time, it is much more. 
 
Elizabeth was getting on in years and had long wanted 
children. It was a disgrace to have been childless at 
that time in history, and she felt the weight of society’s 
pressure on her. Cultural expectations have changed, 
somewhat, but there seems to be something very 
relatable about Elizabeth’s situation and how difficult 

                                                        
2 Luke 1:41 
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it must have been for her. Whether or not she was 
beyond the age where it might have been biologically 
possible, we don’t know for sure, but we do know that 
she became pregnant, as the angel Gabriel had 
proclaimed to her husband Zechariah.  
 
At its simplest, the Visitation is a story of one 
pregnant woman going to visit her relative who is also 
pregnant, though about six months further along. 
Mary knew the news about Elizabeth and, we are told, 
“went with haste” to see her.3 Sometimes I’ve 
wondered if Mary thought Elizabeth could use some 
help? But, Luke has Mary leave the scene just before 
John is born, so Luke’s primary intent in telling us this 
story probably is not focused on Mary’s 
thoughtfulness in helping an older mother-to-be. 
 
Luke is focused on these two mothers-to-be praising 
God, whom they recognize as being active in their 
lives, and in doing so he is setting up the great story of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
It isn’t entirely clear from the text whether Elizabeth 
had yet heard Mary’s news. I imagine by this point that 
her husband, Zechariah, had shared with her what 
                                                        
3 Luke 1:39 
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Gabriel had foretold about John’s mission in preparing 
the way for the messiah. But, it might not be until 
John leaps in her womb that Elizabeth connects the 
dots with Mary and better appreciates what is really 
going on. John has recognized Jesus as his Lord and, 
now, so has she. 
 
Through the help of the Holy Spirit that fills her, she 
recognizes Jesus in this “thin place” of pregnancy 
where the Divine might be just a little bit more 
perceptible than normal. And then, Mary follows by 
praising God in one of the great canticles of the 
Church: the Magnificat. She describes how God has 
acted in the world both through her individually, but 
also with all of humanity. 
 
There are actually some Old Latin manuscripts of the 
New Testament that place the Magnificat on 
Elizabeth’s lips. The overall manuscript evidence, 
however, seems clear that the Mag does belong to 
Mary, but I can see how some scribes in antiquity 
could have gotten confused and flipped it around. The 
story can make some sense with Elizabeth saying it 
too because, at that point, both mothers-to-be knew it 
all to be true. 
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And, looking through the words of the Magnificat 
again, maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised that 
many women are able to perceive the Divine in 
something so common. 
 
Mary says that God looked with favor on her and 
describes herself as his lowly servant. She also tells us 
that God has filled the hungry with good things and 
how God has lifted up the lowly. 
 
God works through the ordinary and the common, 
people and places that are often overlooked in our 
society. Maybe that’s why sometimes it is so easy to 
miss what God has been up to in our world? Elizabeth 
and Mary are reminding us where to look for it. 
 

 
In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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