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Prayer
God of hope, bring us together in recognition of new 
birth and new possibilities. Change our sorrow into joy. 
Invite us into the community you form through your 
son, our Lord, Jesus the Christ. Amen

Hymn 
“Canticle of the Turning” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 723)

Introduction
We are women “of many generations,” many ages, 
many places, and many experiences. We have a calling 
to come, learn, and serve together, as well as to rebuild, 
repair, and restore not only our own relationships, but 
also the world around us.

To do this we look to Scripture for stories that take 
us into this calling. We look for stories of women who 
come together, women who understand themselves to 
be part of a multi-generational community and who 
have known both challenge and joy. 

In this session we will look at the remarkable meeting 
of two generations of women in Mary and Elizabeth. 
Then in the next session we will explore the song Mary 
sings in response both to Elizabeth’s greeting and to 
all that has happened to her. And in our final session 

we will turn to the story of Lydia that also explores a 
gathering of women that raises up the foundation of 
many generations. 

Devotional Listening
Invite someone to read Luke 1:39–45, often referred 
to as “the visitation,” and ask one, two, or three of the 
following questions:

1. What word or phrase strikes you, and where does it take you? 

2. What stories or memories does this passage stir in you? 

3. What scares, confuses, or challenges you in this passage? 

4. What delights you in this passage or fills you with hope? 

Here we have Mary, a young girl from the north, who 
finds herself miraculously pregnant. She would be 
subject to suspicion and shame, given her unwed state.

And here we have her relative Elizabeth, many 
years older, also miraculously pregnant, wife of a 
priest. She had known shame for not being pregnant, 
for being without child at an advanced age. But now 
all that has changed. And here we have them meet-
ing together, two women of two different generations. 
And in many ways their story itself is miraculous. No 
men are present. They alone are the literal bearers of 
the good news —to each other, to us, and to the whole 
world.

Let us first consider Elizabeth, Mary, and their 
remarkable relationship and encounter. 

of many generations: 
mary, elizabeth, and lydia   
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Theme verse 
“Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; 
you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; 
you shall be called the repairer of the breach, 
the restorer of streets to live in.” Isaiah 58:12
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Elizabeth: The Older Generation
5.  What gifts do you imagine that older generations bring  

to the table? Make a list.

6. Gathering up the responses from the devotional listening, ask one 

more question: What observations did the group make about Elizabeth?

Did you notice in verse 41 that Elizabeth is “filled with 
the Holy Spirit?” How do we hear this? What is it to 
be Spirit-filled? How would the readers of Luke have 
heard this? 

Luke uses this phrase regularly throughout Acts 
(Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 7:55; 9:17; 13:9, 52). For Luke the 
filling of the spirit is an outpouring of the spirit of 
prophecy (see Micah 3:8 and Ezekiel 43:5). A person 
filled with the spirit speaks to others of the coming of 
the Messiah into the world and also acts in the light of 
this new reality. Luke only uses this designation in the 
first two chapters. He uses it to introduce us to those 
who first hear of the coming of Jesus as messiah (Luke 
1:15, 41, 67, 80; 2:25–27). 

So here is Elizabeth. She hears Mary’s greeting and 
her child ( John the Baptist) leaps in her womb. Even as 
an unborn child, John has a word of prophecy for his 
mother and prepares the way. And in turn, his mother, 
Elizabeth, is “filled with the Holy Spirit” and speaks her 
own word of prophecy.

Did you notice that Elizabeth’s house is named as 
“the house of Zechariah?” Did you wonder who he is? 
To answer this question you need to put our story of 
the visitation in its literary context. 

Exploring the Literary Context
Read Luke 1:5–25.

In these verses you discover that Zechariah is a priest 
and that he and Elizabeth are from priestly lines and 
that both are “righteous,” according to the law (1:5–6). 

The priests and their families were set apart and had 
a place of privilege. We learn this by reading the Book 

of Leviticus and by studying the role of priesthood 
in the days of Jesus in any number of sources from 
that time. Given his status, Zechariah is the expected 
hero of this story. And sure enough, he receives an 
angelic visitation in the very manner of Abraham (see 
Genesis 18:1–15). Think about the similarity between 
these two stories. Like Abraham’s wife, Sarah, so also 
Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, is barren. Like Abraham, 
Zechariah has trouble believing that an elderly couple 
can have a child. But this time, the angel questions 
Zechariah’s doubt and issues a judgment of silence. 

Think about this judgment and its effects. How 
do you feel when someone tells you that you cannot 
speak? What if that someone was an angelic visitor? 
How could you carry on in your role in life? Zechariah 
is temporarily unable to communicate to his people. 
But more significantly, he cannot do his job of praising 
God and leading his community to do the same.

Not so Elizabeth. She in fact takes over the job of 
praise in verse 25. She accepts her miraculous state 
without question and says: “This is what the Lord has 
done for me when he looked favorably on me and took 
away the disgrace I have endured among my people.”

Elizabeth understands that her place in the com-
munity is changed and that her disgrace in not having 
a child is taken away. And most importantly, she pro-
claims this to be the Lord’s doing. She has taken over 
the work of praise. Actually as the one who sings prais-
es, she is not only taking on the work of her husband, 
she is taking on the work of countless generations of 
women before her: Miriam and Deborah, Hannah and 
Judith. These women and more are singers of songs. 
This is a theme to which we will return.

What have we learned then about Elizabeth?
•	 She is filled with the Holy Spirit. 
•	 She is from a priestly family, is married  

to a priest, and is righteous.
•	 She takes on the role as both a substitute 

priest and woman of declaring God’s praise.
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Words of Blessings
With this in mind, let us return to our home passage 
and look once more at Elizabeth’s response to Mary’s 
greeting and to her own child’s leaping. 

With no hesitation at all, Elizabeth speaks a triple 
word of blessing. Elizabeth first blesses Mary—“Blessed 
are you among women” (Luke 1:42a).

What reasons do you think she has for such a bless-
ing? Is she blessing Mary for coming for a visit? Such 
thoughts seem possible given verse 43.

There is a biblical tradition of blessing people. Two 
earlier such blessings are relevant here. Deborah in 
her song, proclaims “Most blessed of women be Jael” 
( Judges 5:24) because Jael has defeated the powerful 
leader of the enemy forces. And in (the Apocrypha 
book) Judith 13:18, Judith is similarly praised. Both 
women are declared blessed because, as biblical scholar 
Raymond Brown puts it in The Birth of the Messiah, “the 
physically weak (are) used to confound the strong.”

When Elizabeth declares Mary blessed, Mary joins 
the ranks of her foremothers. The one who seems 
weak is most strong. Elizabeth sees this and invites us 
to see it as well.

Elizabeth next blesses the child in Mary’s womb, 
Jesus—“and blessed is the fruit of your womb (1:42b).” 
In doing this, Elizabeth becomes the very first person 
in Luke’s gospel to bless and praise the coming mes-
siah. Hidden in the midst of this complex chapter, one 
can easily miss this momentous recognition and bless-
ing.

And then there is Elizabeth’s final blessing, “And 
blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfill-
ment of what was spoken to her by the Lord” (1:45). 

Elizabeth returns once more to bless Mary. The 
blessing of the mother surrounds the blessing of the 
child. This final blessing is startling on at least two 
counts. First, Elizabeth knows that Mary had been 
spoken to and that she had believed. This adds to the 
picture that Elizabeth, filled with the Spirit, is a prophet. 

Second, the Greek word used for this third blessing 
is different from the first two. This blessing is makaria 
(μακαρία) the very same word used in Jesus’ beatitudes.

When we know this, something remarkable hap-
pens to our hearing. Not only is Mary declared blessed 
for believing the truth of what she is told by God, so 
are all who also believe. Elizabeth is blessing Mary 
to be certain, but she is also blessing herself and us. 
Blessed is anyone, us included, who believes in the 
future fulfillment of the promises of God.  

7.  Now look back at the list you first made about gifts women  

of an older generation bring. How does this compare to the list  

of gifts that Elizabeth brings?

Mary: The Younger Generation
Make a list of the gifts that women of the younger 
generation bring. 

8.  Take some time to consider your usual picture of Mary.  

Where does your picture of Mary come from, and what  

in your eyes, are her most important characteristics? 

Most folks know something of Mary from Christmas 
pageants and carols. We often picture Mary sitting by 
a manger with shepherds and wise men and cows and 
sheep around and the infant Jesus sitting on her lap. 
We know the songs.  

“Once in royal David’s city stood a lowly cattle shed,
Where a mother laid her baby in a manger for his bed.
Mary was that mother mild, Jesus Christ, her little  

 child.” (ELW 269)
Here is a time-honored picture of Mary as virgin, 

mother mild. Compare this picture to the portrait 
painted in Luke.

Begin with our visitation passage. We know the 
most about Mary by what Elizabeth tells us in her 
blessing. That in itself is significant. We often know a 
great deal about people by what others say about them.



 

What do you notice about Mary? We are told she 
goes out in haste. Sounds like the younger generation 
to me! And she brings greetings. Then she remains 
quiet, almost humble, by implication, before her elder. 
In our passage we are not told much more. 

Exploring the Literary Context
Once again, we need to look at the verses that come 
before. 

We find there a double annunciation, that is, a dou-
ble birth announcement. Following the birth announce-
ment of John to Zechariah, the angel Gabriel makes 
a parallel announcement to Mary about Jesus (Luke 
1:26–38). Gabriel begins, 

“Greetings (literally, rejoice) favored one! The Lord 
is with you.”

Gabriel’s greeting to Mary parallels Mary’s to 
Elizabeth. We learn that Mary is a virgin, engaged to 
a man called Joseph. We learn that while Elizabeth 
comes from a priestly line, Mary comes from the house 
of David. And just as Elizabeth takes on a priestly role, 
Mary takes on a royal role. She, a mother, rather than 
a father, receives the angelic announcement. She is told 
her son will be a king, given the throne of David. She 
is given the task of naming the child Jesus. More than 
this, she will be overpowered, the birth miraculous, 
and the child not only holy but the Son of God.

We learn that she is perplexed, that she ponders. 
We learn that she is given notice not only of her own 
pregnancy and birth but also that of Elizabeth.

And we learn of her response:
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with 

me according to your word.” Her acceptance matches 
the response of many a prophet, from Moses to Isaiah 
and Jeremiah and more.

And then hearing of the pregnancy of her older 
relative, unbidden she goes with haste to be at her side.

9.  Does this picture of Mary match your expected picture of Mary?  

How do the gifts Mary brings compare with your list of the gifts  

that women of the younger generation bring?

Elizabeth and Mary:  
Intergenerational Relationship
We have looked at Elizabeth and Mary separately, but 
perhaps the most significant aspect of the visitation is 
the effect of their coming together. 

Look at their relationship. What do you notice? 

seek
renewal of your mind 
and heart through...
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10.  Step back a moment and think about one or two cross-generational 

relationships that have been important to you. What is significant  

about those relationships? As a group make a list of the marks  

of those intergenerational relationships. 

11.  Turn your attention once more to our story of the visitation in Luke.  

What are the important marks of their relationship?

At first glance their encounter is not remarkable at all. 
A younger woman visits her older kin to exchange 
stories about their pregnant condition. But the visit 
entails a journey on the part of the younger woman. 
She shows a commitment to the relationship. 

Exploring the Literary Context
In the context of the biblical story, we are most shocked 
that we sense no rivalry between these two women. 
Think of Sarah and Hagar (Genesis 16 and 21) or of 
Rachel and Leah (Genesis 29–30). Of particular impor-
tance to this scene is the story of Hannah and her rival 
wife, Peninnah (1 Samuel 1). 

These stories lead us to expect jealousy among 
mothers about their pregnancy and their children. But 
here in Luke we find the opposite. We find mutual sup-
port, greeting and blessing. In their lack of rivalry these 
two women model community for us.

Take some extra time to look at the full story of 
Hannah in 1 Samuel 1 and consider the many connec-
tions with the first chapter of Luke. 

•	 We have three women who miraculously conceive. 
•	 We have two priests who do not understand: 

Eli and Zechariah. 
•	 We have two children, Samuel and John, who 

are dedicated to be Nazirites and will never 
drink wine nor strong drink. This is to be their 
vocation. 

•	 But mostly we have these three women who 
stand at the beginning of two crucial junctures 

in divine history. Hannah stands at the begin-
ning of the unfolding of the promised line. Her 
story introduces us to the sacred story of King 
David and his heirs and to the prophets, begin-
ning with Samuel who prepares the way for 
David. Meanwhile Mary and Elizabeth stand at 
that other starting point, the birth of Jesus—king 
and more—preceded by his herald John who 
also prepares the way for the messiah king.

Our wonderful multi-generation of woman suddenly 
expands. These two women, Elizabeth and Mary, in 
their encounter with each other reach back into their 
history and join with their ancient foremother, Hannah. 

12.  What women from history, biblical or other, are important  

for your understanding of significant relationships? 

13. Return once more to the story of the visitation and the marks  

of the intergenerational relationship.

14. We have noted that it is marked by both greeting and blessing.  

Are there special ways we greet one another? In what ways do  

we bless one another? 

In the story of the visitation, emphasis is put on the 
older generation blessing the younger. Such blessing 
emphasizes the push of blessing into the future. We saw 
this earlier with reference to blessing those who believe 
God’s word will be fulfilled. So at the same time that 
the encounter reaches deep into the past, it also presses 
us ever more into a future filled with hope and promise.

Wrapping Up
This brings me to my last point about this encounter 
between the generations. Even though the encounter is 
between two individual women, it is not at all a private 
affair. Their encounter is very much about the future of 
the whole world. These two women, marked by physi-
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cal embrace, loud exclamation, and prenatal leaping, 
call us to an incarnate future of God. These children 
they carry are the ones who will carry us forward. This 
is how God works, through incarnation, through real 
people and their real relationships. This is how Christ 
is born. This is how hope is born. 

Looking Back
15. Does this encounter between Mary and Elizabeth give birth  

to hope in you? In what ways?

Alyce McKenzie, in a wonderful blog called “Edgy 
Exegesis” (http://tinyurl.com/n5z94vz) says about this 
meeting between Mary and Elizabeth that it is “a scene 
in which no men are present,” “a scene in which rivalry 
between women is missing,” “a scene in which women 
are blessed,” and “a scene in which women are agents 
of liberation.” Did any of these aspects of this scene 
strike you in particular or would your group create 
another list? 

16.  Which aspect of this cross-cultural encounter between Mary  

and Elizabeth intersect with your lists of the marks of the  

intergenerational relationships in your past?

17. What would you like to pass on to future generations?

You might end your session by blessing one another, 
remembering a particular insight each of you shared.

Looking Forward
We are only halfway through the intergenerational 
encounter between Mary and Elizabeth. We have 
explored Elizabeth’s reactions, but we have yet to 
explore Mary’s. Mary sings a song. We know it as the 
Magnificat. It is a song for the ages that helps us to fur-
ther explore and deepen our summer theme. In prepa-
ration, you might choose a version of the Magnificat to 
sing regularly until you meet again. 
Diane Jacobson is professor emeritus of old testament at luther 

seminary in st. Paul, minn., where she taught from 1982–2010. 

director of the book of faith initiative for the elCa, she holds a Ph.d. 

from Union theological University, new york, n.y.

Feel free to begin with the prayer offered or one of 
your own choosing. Sing (or read) the hymn if you 
have time.

We begin with devotional reading and questions to 
help the group start with its own observations, ques-
tions, and insights. In the Book of Faith initiative, we 
have invited folks to consider four sorts of questions to 

bring to a biblical story: devotional questions, historical 
questions, literary questions, and theological questions. 
I will refer to these different sorts of questions through-
out the summer studies. You can learn more about 
these different ways of reading Scripture on the Book 
of Faith website: www.bookoffaith.org/biblemethods.
See “Some Helpful Ways to Read the Bible” on the site.

LEaDEr gUIDE  :  SESSIon 1by Diane Jacobson
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Elizabeth: The Older Generation
Have paper and pencils ready so each participant can 
make a list of gifts that women of the older generation 
bring to the table. 

You might remind the group that the author of the 
gospel (who we call Luke) also wrote the Book of Acts. 
They are a two-volume set. You could ask one person 
to read Luke 1:5–25. If you want a bit more drama, use 
Alyce McKenzie’s version online (see page 31), which 
dramatizes the reading.

Also note that both literary and historical questions 
rise to the surface. We want to know historically about 
priests, and we want to explore the literary context. In 
exploring the literary context, notice how the biblical 
circle keeps broadening. To help us understand Luke 
1:39-45, we look at the earlier verses in Luke 1. To 
help us understand these verses, we look at Genesis, 
Leviticus, Isaiah, and more. Scripture is a web of cross-
references, which is both a challenge and a joy. 

Ask participants to make a list of what they discover 
about both Zechariah and Elizabeth in 1:5–25.

If you want to learn more about the priesthood, 
you might look at enterthebible.org and type in “priest.” 
This site is often very helpful for answering historical 
and other sorts of questions. 

Note that the discussion of blessing takes us into 
the realm of historical, literary, and theological ques-
tions. If you want to learn more about blessing, you 
might look at enterthebible.org and type “blessing” 
in the search line. This site is often very helpful for 
answering historical and other sorts of questions. 

Mary: The Younger Generation
Often our picture of Mary is greatly influenced by the 
religious tradition in which we were raised. You might 
want to ask the group if anyone was raised in a non-
Lutheran tradition and consider what images of Mary 
they bring to the discussion. 

Elizabeth and Mary:  
Intergenerational Relationship
The final question in this section brings us into the 
realm of theological questions. Here some background 
from Luther can be helpful. For Luther, the core of bib-
lical truth is the Gospel of Jesus Christ. What is impor-
tant and central and true about Scripture is whatever 
shows forth Christ. Luther says of Scripture: “Here 
you will find the swaddling clothes and the manger in 
which Christ lies.” (Luther’s Works, vol. 35: “Prefaces to 
the Old Testament,” p. 236.) For Luther, this means 
that at its core, the Bible points us, drives us, leads us 
to Jesus Christ. It is for this reason that it is often help-
ful to ask of any passage, “Does this passage give birth 
to hope in you? In what ways?” This is another way 
of asking a question about law and gospel. In so far 
as a passage makes demands on us and shows us our 
sin, we hear it as law. In so far as it proclaims the good 
news, we hear it as gospel. Most often we hear both 
law and gospel as we explore biblical passages together.

Looking Back
Finding a way to summarize what has been learned is 
often crucial to any learning event. As we share, we 
remember. And we often learn once again by listening 
to how others have received questions and insights.

Looking Forward
Several versions of Mary’s songs are in people’s 
memory banks. In the Evangelical Lutheran Worship you 
can find a number of hymns with either versions of or 
illusions to the Magnificat including 882, 573, 723, 251, 
265 (especially verse 3), and 424 (see verse 2). 

See resources to enhance this Bible study on the 
Gather website at www.gathermagazine.org.
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