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It is possible to sum up the main message of the Gospel of Luke in one phrase: salvation by 
reversal. In other words, Luke tells us repeatedly in his Gospel that Jesus' birth, ministry, life, 
death, and resurrection will change the world by turning it upside down. Repeatedly 
throughout his Gospel, Luke shows us how Jesus will redeem the world by amplifying the voices 
of those on the margins of society and bringing them into the center of the story. In Luke, the 
stories include women, tax collectors, Samaritans, and those society wrote off as sinners. In 
Luke, everything we think we know and understand about how the world works is upended by 
Jesus.  
 
And to be clear, reversal doesn't mean that those who were discriminated against can now use 
their power against others. In this context, reversal means that the world is transformed 
entirely - that all relationships will be characterized by dignity, respect, righteousness, and 
justice. 
 
This upending of the world becomes abundantly clear in the two readings we heard this 
morning from Luke, Chapter 1. Our Gospel reading, from verses 39-45, tells the story of Mary's 
visit to her cousin Elizabeth. And Canticle 15, which we recited by half-verse prior to the Gospel, 
continues where this Gospel left off. Known as the Magnificat, it's Mary's song of praise for the 
work that God will do and already has accomplished through this baby in her womb who has 
yet to be born.  
 
The first thing I thought of when I read these two passages this week, is a tool for evaluating 
movies called the Bechdel Test. It was devised by the cartoonist and graphic novelist Alison 
Bechdel in 1985. To pass the Bechdel Test, a movie must have at least two women characters, 
who talk to each other, about something other than a man.  
 
In fact, a theologian named Kaitlyn Scheiss wrote this about this passage: Every discussion of 
"Biblical Womanhood" should include the fact that in Luke 1, two pregnant women celebrate 
their new motherhood by passionately discussing the coming overthrow of every earthly 
empire.  
 
I would say that gives the conversation between Mary and Elizabeth a resounding pass! 
 
The Bechdel test seems to be derived from a passage Virginia Woolf wrote in a Room of One's 
Own:  All these relationships between women, I thought, rapidly recalling the splendid gallery 
of fictitious women, are too simple. ... And I tried to remember any case during my reading 
where two women are represented as friends. ... They are now and then mothers and 
daughters. But almost without exception they are shown in their relation to men. It was strange 
to think that all the great women of fiction were, until Jane Austen's day, not only seen by the 
other sex, but seen only in relation to the other sex. 
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Mary and Elizabeth stand out in the bible, because the circumstance of their conversation is so 
rare. Often, women in the Bible don't even have names, much less conversations with one 
another.  
 
Mary and Elizabeth's story is even more radical when we think about its context. In first century 
Palestine, women could not serve as legal witnesses because they were seen as unreliable and 
unable to be truthful. There was a long tradition of forbidding the teaching of Torah to women, 
either because they were too flighty to learn or because the knowledge would somehow 
corrupt them and make them immoral or sexually deviant. In the latter part of the first century, 
a rabbi named Eliezer wrote that "whoever teaches his daughter Torah, teachers her lechery" 
or prostitution. 
 
But starting right here in Chapter 1, and throughout Luke's Gospel, Jesus turns the world upside 
down. The babies in the wombs of Mary and Elizabeth will change the world - John the Baptist 
through his proclamations about Jesus, preparing the way for his ministry. And Jesus through 
his life, ministry, death, and resurrection will repeatedly include those on the margins and give 
them voice. 
 
Elizabeth, the daughter of a priest, recognizes the holy child whom Mary carries and names him 
in a truly prophetic way. Note that it will take Peter all the way to Chapter 9 to make a similar 
confession, and it's not clear that he really understands what his words mean! 
 
And when Mary describes what Jesus' life will bring about, we can see other ways that the 
world will be turned upside down. We should note that because God's time isn't linear, Mary 
names these things as having already taken place. Through Jesus, God will (and has) - shown 
strength with his arm, scattered the proud, brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
lifted up the lowly, filled the hungry with good things, sent the rich away empty, and helped his 
servant Israel. 
 
Because of the faithfulness of these women and the babies yet to be born, the world will be 
saved through reversal, the world will be turned upside down. 
 
This year during Advent, without your preachers really talking about it, we've all focused on 
how Advent marks a time of already and not yet. During this Advent season we prepare 
ourselves to celebrate again the birth of Mary's baby, who has already been born, and who 
continues to turn the world upside down. And we wait for the return of the Christ to complete 
that salvation by reversal. We see glimpses of the proud being scattered and the hungry being 
filled. And we know that there is so much more to be accomplished.  
 
I believe that God continues to use voices on the margins to draw our attention to the ways 
that Jesus' birth, ministry, life, death, and resurrection turned the world upside down and 
continues to turn the world upside down. We are invited, though I think the better verb might 
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be required, to listen to the voices of women, our GLBTQ siblings, immigrants and refugees, and 
people of color. How do their words echo Mary's words in the Magnificat? Where do we need 
to join together with them in the work of showing, scattering, bringing down the powerful, 
lifting up, filling, and helping?  
 
In Jesus, God brings about the salvation of the world through reversal. Elizabeth and Mary 
proclaim together that the world has been turned upside down. Through Jesus, the world is 
transformed in such a way that all relationships will be characterized by dignity, respect, 
righteousness, and justice. Let us join our voices with theirs to do this work, while we await the 
return of Jesus the Messiah. 
 
AMEN 


