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                                                                                                     December 23, 2018 
 

Rev. Dr. Jean Halligan Vandergrift  

“Love A Leaping” 
 
THE INTRODUCTION TO THE READING  
 
Before they tell the story of Jesus’ birth, both Matthew and Luke share elements of the pre-story. 
Matthew gives us more information about Joseph and his family tree. Luke tells us more about Mary 
and about the parents of John the Baptizer, Elizabeth and Zechariah. The gospel writers realize 
that God has to prepare the way, over time, through multiple people, who discern 
and follow, in order to bring the Promise to fulfillment. 
 
In the story thus far, after they had about given up hope, Elizabeth and Zechariah are expecting a child. 
Both of them can’t quite believe that this is real. Meanwhile, Mary has agreed to bear the Christ Child.  
 
Following the angel’s word, Mary takes a trip to Elizabeth’s home and, together, they come to faith and 
joy over God’s surprising gifts. 

THE READING  Luke 1:39-45 

39 In 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 leapt 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 leapt for 
joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would be* a fulfillment of what was spoken 
to her by the Lord.’ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
SERMON  
  
 In Alice Through the Looking Glass, Alice has just told the White Queen that she 
cannot believe that she is 101 years, 5 months, and a day old: “There’s no use trying; one 
can’t believe impossible things.” The Queen replied, “I daresay you haven’t had much 
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practice. When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve 
believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”1 
 The Christmas story is asking us to believe impossible things: an angel 
visitor; a mysterious conception; a God who loves us and comes to us in the flesh to save, 
transform, and make us whole; an unlikely, nonviolent Messiah, who promises to usher in an 
era of true peace, but begins as a vulnerable baby! It’s a leap! 
 How do we jump from here to there? Especially when doubt and disdain are so 
prevalent; when we fear God is absent and evil too strong; when our carefully constructed 
lives crumble? How can one still believe that people can change, that there are solutions to 
the most vexing problems, and that you and I can be reborn? Yes, it’s a leap! Some 
would say “a quantum leap!”    
 
 Do you think it was so different or easier 2000 years ago?!  
 The main characters in this passage – Elizabeth, John, and Mary – made 
the leap from here to there through love. I submit that it was practicing love that 
enabled them to believe with their whole selves. 
  
 Notice in the story, first of all, how they used their intellect; they employed their 
cognitive faculties to believe impossible things. They loved God with all their minds, and the 
word of God was precious enough to them that they asked reasonable, responsible questions 
of it. For instance, when Mary heard Gabriel’s announcement, she naturally asked how she 
would become pregnant. Elizabeth asked, “Why me?” They both wanted to know when it 
would happen and what it meant.  
 To illustrate with a less serious topic, what do you make of those ten lords a leaping in 
the verse of the carol? It’s such a ludicrous image, right?! Yet a few historians have pointed 
out that during the time of Henry VIII, it was rather common for gentlemen to use the long 
hallways of their mansions for exercise, jumping and leaping, during inclement weather.2 It 
appears that there is a kernel of fact here.  
 St. Anselm coined the phrase “faith seeking understanding,” which is often offered as 
the definition of theology. Surely these two women are seeking such understanding. So faith 
does not exclude reason; research is part of making the leap. After all, Mary was known to 
have pondered all these things. This Christmas then, you and I can also entertain how the 
material and the mysterious intersect.  

Maybe you have heard of the granddaughter who listened to her minister grandfather 
tell a story and then asked: “Grandpa, were you preaching or telling the truth just now?” He 
responded, “Yes.” 

																																																								
1Lewis	Carroll,	Through	the	Looking	Glass	(New	York:	Bantam	Dell,	2006),	166.	
2Quora.com	and	Wikipedia	pieces	and	comments.	
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 As a second thing, did you notice in the story how the characters paid attention to their 
physical selves? The point at which we read the word “leap” in this passage is when the life 
within Elizabeth’s womb moves. They call this “quickening.” I recall this stage. Nathan would 
push and kick in utero just when I would get in bed and quiet down to sleep! Well, baby 
John’s jump made the pregnancy real for Elizabeth and provoked her to interpret it as a sign 
that God was indeed at work in this little one. It also stirred up the Holy Spirit in her, and she 
perceived that Mary was pregnant too, along with the significance of her coming child.  
 This Christmas, you and I can allow our physical needs and those of others – those who 
are hungry, lost, homeless, ill, or suffering – to facilitate our participation in God’s impossible 
things. 
 
 Do you know what a quantum leap is? I had to look it up and ask my physics husband 
to explain better. When an electron is touched by a photon of light and it jumps into a 
heightened state, absorbing or emitting a quantum of energy, this is called a quantum leap. 
The mystery of this phenomenon is that it does so without any measurable passage of time. 
Like that (snapping fingers). This physical reality seems an appropriate metaphor for this 
message. It speaks to me of the importance of proximity for the exchange of energy. 
 So, finally, I invite you to notice that Mary sought out Elizabeth – to be in proximity with 
her after she had had this strange encounter with the angel. Mary took off from home, quickly, 
and made the journey to her cousin’s. I think that Mary wanted to verify that the elder woman 
was expecting, and she probably wanted to share her own news with someone safe. We don’t 
know whether these two women were close before this, but by virtue of inhabiting the same 
sacred story, they bonded!  

The result of their visit for Elizabeth was that she exited her self-imposed seclusion and 
re-entered the community. Mary became more grounded over the next three months visiting 
with Elizabeth, until she was ready to return home, this time to Joseph’s home as a married 
woman. And baby John, before he was born, was true to his adult vocation and acted like a 
prophet, preparing others to believe impossible things when he jumped for joy at the 
opening of the Messianic Age! In other words, all the characters made the leap by taking time 
to connect with each other emotionally.  

This Christmas, when you and I practice love through our relationships, connecting to 
our feelings, new energy and power is released and lifts us up to believing! Love leaps when 
we are in church together and when we meet in small groups for prayer, study, and fun. Love 
leaps when we send cards or call or visit one another, as well as strangers. Love leaps when 
we interact with children, not necessarily our own, especially when we do more than buy them 
a toy, taking time to play with them. Love leaps at Christmas – even this one – integrating our 
minds, bodies, and feelings, so that we can believe in impossible things and participate in 
what God is doing now! 


