Mary and Elizabeth: A Sermon in Letters

The sermon on Jesus' presentation in the Temple (Luke 2:22–38) takes the form of a series of letters between Mother Mary and Elizabeth. Earlier in Luke’s Gospel, Mary visited her elder relative once the angel Gabriel told her about giving birth to Jesus. Elizabeth had her own divine intervention, as she became pregnant for the first time well past child-bearing age. Her son was John the Baptist. Her husband was a priest. It is striking that the younger Mary visited her older relative, which suggests a close relationship that I imagine continued through these letters.
 
Shalom, Elizabeth.
The peace of the Holy One upon you. I write from Jerusalem. Joseph has left to exchange carpentry work for food, and the baby is sleeping. I should probably do the same, yet I’m moved to write you.
Earlier today, we dedicated Jesus in the temple according to the traditions of our ancestors. We could not afford a lamb to sacrifice, but the priests accepted two pigeons. Poor little birds. Each one struggled in the priest’s hand as if she knew the knife was coming.
A man called Simeon surprised us. He was quite old, yet he had a wild gleam in his eyes. He swooped the baby right out of my arms and began singing like a man possessed! He said the baby was the Messiah. Tell me something I don’t know, right? As if the angel of the Lord hadn’t come to me! These men!
What bothers me is that Simeon said that my baby will cause my soul to be pierced as if by a sword. Do you think that is true? Perhaps all mothers know the wound of love. I think of that tiny pigeon, struggling on the altar against the priest’s heavy hand. Is that like my heart, so small and defenseless? Like all of our hearts?
Ah, Jesus wakes. Lord willing, I shall write more soon. Please tell me about your baby, John.
Love,
Mary


Shalom Mary,
I was overjoyed for your letters. I pray for you, Joseph, and baby Jesus, holding you in the light before the blessed Name.
You wrote of a sword piercing your soul. I should like a sword with which to keep people away from you! You need your rest. I worry you are too often on your feet, traveling here and there.
I have heard tell of this Simeon. My husband, Zachariah, says he is a trustworthy man and a regular at the temple. The Spirit is strong in him, including a gift of prophecy. Simeon does not profit from his gift, which is his righteous character.
Still, the men do like to tell us what we already know. It is better to let them think they had the idea first. But we know who the Lord trusts.
As for my boy, he sleeps little and cries even less. I swear he has a perpetual frown on his little face, like he has already judged the world around him! 
In hope,
Elizabeth


Grace to you, dear Elizabeth.
Your words about Simeon’s character were comforting. Thank you. Such was my agitation that I neglected to write about a second encounter in the temple.
Her name was Anna. She had been widowed as a young woman and lived in the temple ever since. She was a prophet, too. I know her name means Grace. She was gentle as she whispered to baby Jesus. She assured me that he would develop a sense of humor as he grew up. This made me smile. My baby already has such authority on his shoulders. It pleases me to think that he might bring delight to people. Anna was sure of it. I trusted her completely.
My cousin, I am but a young woman, yet I feel like an old soul. Anna, though many years my senior, had the spark of a child. We seemed to meet as compliments, an unlikely yet fitting pair. I shall not forget her. I want to carry something of her spirit with me into the holy tumult of this world.
As for your John, perhaps a bath would help relax him. Many children love to play in the water.
Love,
Mary


Shalom, Mary.
Funny, you should mention water and John. He seems fascinated by it.
I know Anna as well. She is from the tribe of Asher, one of the faithful ones who remained close to the Lord after the northern kingdom turned away to idols. I know she lives off charity in the temple, fasting and praying both day and night.
I think you are an old soul, my dear. You have been given grace as surely as if it were your own name. You, too, have much authority on your shoulders. I like to see your strength. Never forget you are beloved by God, you are created by God, and you are called by God!
When you were a little girl, you tried to jump over your shadow. But you can't escape it, Mary; the dark is as much related to the light as your shadow is a part of you.
I should like to welcome you here and cook for you.
In hope,
Elizabeth


Shalom, Elizabeth.
Thank you for the reminder that I am beloved, created, and called. More of us should repeat those truths. I think the Lord has that message for our people as well as for the Gentiles.
How silly the dreams of a child, and yet how profound! I would still like to jump over my shadow.
Simeon also said that my baby would reveal people's inner thoughts. I have turned this saying over in my mind and thought of how a lit candle exposes the shadowy corners of a room. What had been hidden is revealed. But is it also true that what had been lost might be found?
I think again of those poor birds on the altar. My heart trembles like their bodies. I wish our people could move away from sacrifice as worship. Could we not invite each other to sit and eat around tables instead of killing and burning flesh on the altar? Perhaps Anna would disagree. She lives in the temple. Yet, she had such a lovely humor about her.
I think the Lord is teaching me that the holiness of the world comes with that feeling of thinking you know it all, only to be surprised, as I was in the temple, thinking I knew why I was there until I met Simeon and then Anna. I was trying to understand what the angel had told me about Jesus, but I knew deep down that I couldn't fully comprehend it. I have days that feel like too much for being just a day, and I wish they would end, even as I wish I could savor every second.
Simeon and Anna said that, after seeing Jesus, they were ready to die in peace. I want to live. Perhaps my soul shall be pierced, but I want to feel it all.
You know that I would never refuse a meal at your house, dear cousin. Perhaps the babies could play, too. Maybe not in the water though; it’s not like they can walk on it!
Love,
Mary
 


Dear Mary.
I am old, like Anna, and not likely to change my ways. I think the bloody animal sacrifice belongs to the world of men, while cooking belongs to the world of women. Consider how the scent of the meal lingers for hours after the food is finished—it is as if the world conspires to demonstrate that something we cannot see or touch can still be so present.
In the kitchen, we celebrate life even as we mourn your death. Isn’t it true that everything happens all at once?
I’ve been lighting candles for you in the windows, letting time blow them out.
You are an old soul, Mary. I cherish your letters. In fact, I feel as if you’ve left handwritten notes in my heart—like bake more, substitute kindness for annoyance, and sing in the hardest times. How did you sing it? "My soul magnifies the Lord."
Tonight, I shall light two candles, one for you and one for Jesus. I feel deep down that Simeon was right about your soul being pierced. Especially when it’s dark, my dear, your life is still so bright.
In hope,
Elizabeth
