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In 1984, Welch pop singer Bonnie Tyler released a song titled, “Holding out 
for a Hero”. The song itself never was a huge hit in the music charts, however it 
has been a favorite for movie soundtracks. The song’s lyrics are a cry from a 
person suffering in the dark of night, who is desperately waiting for a hero to 
rescue them from their troubles. The lyrics describe this hero as someone who is: 
“a street wise Hercules, a white knight on a fiery steed, strong, fast, fresh from 
the fight, sure, and larger than life.” The song seems to imply when things look 
hopeless, we need a special person, strong hero, who will rescue or save us from 
the overwhelming situation and restore us to a better place in life. 

 Maybe there are times we all might feel we are facing overwhelming odds, 
that life sometimes seems too big, too frightening, too difficult for us to handle to 
on our own. And so we yearn for a hero who is so much stronger, faster, clever, 
and sure than we are. A hero who will rush in on a fiery steed and rescue us from 
whatever we are afraid of. That universal feeling of hopelessness that longs for a 
hero might be why the song has become a staple for movies about heroes. 

 The same feeling could describe so many people in the days before Jesus’ 
birth.  Many were feeling the squeeze of Roman occupation in political, cultural, 
and religious ways. They looked to the past, to the days when they were the ones 
with the political, cultural and religious power and they remembered, and longed 
for a hero who would bring the glory of those glory days to their present time. 
They were holding out for that hero. 

 Maybe we can relate to that longing today. Maybe we can remember days 
when things were better, days when we weren’t frightened, or sad, or confused. 
When things seemed less complicated. And we might long for someone to restore 
us to that reality.  Maybe we are holding out for a hero too. 

 And just in the nick of time, today’s Gospel delivers two extraordinary 
heroes. They are strong, even though not everyone would call them strong. They 
are sure, though not in the way of over self-confidence we often ascribe to heroes 
from the movies. They lack steeds of fire, and they could not be called knights. In 
fact, our heroes aren’t even men. Our heroes are women, two women 



experiencing extraordinary pregnancies who have come together.  These are our 
heroes. Although the author of Luke’s Gospel may be using heroes a bit 
differently than popular culture usually uses heroes. 

 To Luke, Elizabeth and Mary are heroes because they are participating in 
God’s saving act and today we get to hear from them and see for ourselves how 
heroes can be more effective when they inspire and empower us. 

 I am sure you remember Elizabeth is the wife of Zechariah the priest who 
was visited by an angel. The angel told Zechariah he and his wife were going to 
have a baby and they were to name their baby John. But Zechariah didn’t believe 
the angel and lost his ability to speak until his son was born. While he remained 
silent, his wife, who had been unable to have a child found herself restored to 
favor by the community because while barrenness was considered a curse, 
pregnancy was a blessing; evidence that a married woman was looked upon 
favorably by God. So for Elizabeth this pregnancy meant God had not forgotten 
her, and in fact had been waiting for the right time because her child will play an 
important role in God’s act of salvation.  

 Then there is our hero Mary, who was also visited by an angel and told she 
was going to be pregnant even though she wasn’t officially married yet.  Although 
the culture of the time would have viewed Elizabeth’s pregnancy as a much 
celebrated gift from God, Mary’s pregnancy would have been the opposite. Her 
pregnancy would have been cause for her community to stone her to death. This 
is something I believe it is so easy for us to forget today, in our culture where we 
often see so much celebration and adoration of pregnancy. In Elizabeth and 
Mary’s day there were much more strict rules around when a woman could have 
a baby. 

 Because we have this culture that often focuses on pregnancies, it might be 
easy to think Mary and Elizabeth are heroes only because they are pregnant. But 
their pregnancies are not the reason they are heroes.  To discover that, we have 
to look a little closer at our Gospel. 

 Did you notice how Elizabeth welcomed Mary? Not just with open arms of 
hospitality, but with the Holy Spirit. Long before the phenomena of Pentecost, we 
heard Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, like a prophet. That is how 
Elizabeth knew that Mary was expecting in an extraordinary way, which makes 
her exclamation theological as well as practical. Elizabeth knew that God was 
working in Mary, and she welcomed and embraced that awesome possibility just 



as much as she welcomed the person of Mary. Elizabeth is a hero because she 
received the Holy Spirit and recognized and welcomed God at work in new ways, 
ways her people’s collective memory knew nothing of. Elizabeth is a hero because 
she praised Mary for her willingness to believe the angel and to do what God 
wanted her to do. 

 And then our hero Mary responded with her powerful song 

 In Christian art and meditations, Mary is often portrayed not only as a 
young and beautiful woman, but also as a meek, shy, quiet, good girl who does 
what she is told. However that isn’t necessarily what Luke’s Gospel showed us. 
Her song is not very meek. It doesn’t bring to mind mild or submissive images. 
Instead, her song is more reminiscent of the women heroes of days gone by. 
Women like Deborah from the book of Judges, who’s song about how God acted 
through a woman named Jael and saved the Israelites from a tyrant, is considered 
by many to be one of the oldest parts of the Bible. Women like Miriam who sang 
about God leading God’s people to freedom from slavery in Egypt. Women like 
Hannah who sang about God saving God’s people when God remembered her by 
allowing her to have a child that she gave to God’s work. These are not bubble 
gum pop songs about puppy love or unrequited longing. These songs all celebrate 
a powerful God and God’s presence among God’s people, and what the Love of 
God looks like. 

 These songs remind us that the Love of God is not a meek or mild thing, it is 
powerful enough to change the world: to dethrone the powerful, impoverish the 
wealthy, to restore justice and peace, to accomplish the very things so many of us 
might still be longing for. 

 And yet, we might be tempted or feel obligated to point out that none of 
the things Mary mentioned in her song have actually happened, not even after 
the death and resurrection of her son.  Does that mean our heroes have failed? Or 
is that the right question? 

 Maybe the point Luke’s Gospel was making is that God’s heroes aren’t 
heroes because they are stronger and better than us. Maybe the only thing that 
really makes them heroes is that they are willing to do God’s will instead of the 
will of the unjust. Maybe they are heroes because they have decided to make 
God’s desires their desires. Which means they have decided to embody the Love 
of God in all they do, not to restore the glories of the past but to bring God’s love 
into the present, which may be what is at the heart of Mary’s song.  



 This is not an easy thing to do. It is incredibly brave and courageous, and 
requires a great deal of strength. When we choose to embody the Love of God we 
see in Christ it means we don’t get to be offended or insulted when someone puts 
us down or hurts us. It means we forgive. When we choose to embody the Love of 
God in Christ we don’t get to make things like money or power our priority, we 
make things like kindness and generosity our priority. And when we are told that 
in this day and age we have so much to fear and only a show of force will keep us 
safe, we can’t give in to those fears and instead choose the vulnerability of 
welcoming the stranger and learning from the person who is different.  Living the 
Love of God in Christ, as Mary and Elizabeth showed us, means being courageous 
enough to trust God when we see God is up to something new and let go of our 
yearnings for the return to the glory days of the past so that we can fully live into 
the new thing God is doing now.   

 That may be the thing that really makes Mary and Elizabeth such amazing 
heroes. They didn’t see themselves nor their children as heroes that were going 
to restore their people to the way things used to be, instead were living into 
something new. Even though they didn’t know what that new thing was yet, they 
trusted God and wanted to be part of what God was up to. 

 As we are now on the 4th and final Sunday of Advent, and are just a few 
days away from the celebration of Christmas, where we will have the opportunity 
like Mary and Elizabeth to welcome Christ into our world: our hearts, souls, and 
minds, today might be a good time to reflect on how today’s Gospel heroes might 
inspire us to stop waiting for a hero who will swoop in and magically restore us to 
the glory days of the past. Maybe we might reflect on what we are holding on to, 
whether it is the past, or fears or worries and ask ourselves if we really need to 
keep holding onto them. Perhaps we might consider releasing them, in order to 
make room in the world of our hearts, souls and minds to receive the Love of God 
in Christ, a love that calls us to live this love courageously in a world of fears, 
worries, anxieties, injustices, so that God’s peace, God’s justice, God’s healing 
God’s glory can be seen and experienced in this age as hope that can bring us 
closer to the dream God has for us, the same dream Mary and so many heroes 
sang about to inspire and empower us to live into. 

  


