December 15, 2019
Luke 1:47-55
The First Carols: The Magnificat 
Mary’s Song: Mary understood her baby would alter the course of history.
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AT A GLANCE: 
Mary sings the first Christmas carol while Jesus is still in the womb. Studies show that singing to a yet-to-be-born child can have a profound influence on him or her. Could it be that Mary’s “Magnificat” reinforced the mission of her divine-human Son even before he was born? 
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Authentic Messiah,” December 16, 2007. 

[NOTE: The “Magnificat” is the second of a three-part series called “The First Carols.” The other two are “Benedictus” on November 24 and “Gloria” on December 24.]

“Hush, little baby, don’t you cry…”
Every good mother knows the calming power of a lullaby to help settle a fussy baby. There’s something about a mother’s voice that can bring a sense of peace — or “lull,” as the word suggests — to help a little one drift into a blessed rest. 
That rest is good for the child — and good for the mother, too!
It turns out that there’s some real science behind the apparent influence of music and a mother’s voice on the development of a child, and that power extends to the womb before the child takes his or her first breath in the world. 
Studies have shown, for example, that fetuses can sense audio vibrations and rhythms early in pregnancy — so much so that the baby is able to recognize the parents’ voices right after birth. When a mom sings to her unborn child, particularly when she sings the same song over and over, the maternal crooning can actually lower the fetal heart rate and calm the child in utero. The data suggests that even reading a story many times to an unborn child can result in a newborn’s preference for that story throughout childhood. 
In other words, a song or a story can imprint a child’s mind even before he or she is born. A familiar song or story, sung and repeated over and over, can have a lasting influence.

Mary sings to her baby
Christmas carols are some of the most familiar songs we sing, and we might imagine that a baby born close to Christmas might prefer those songs over any other, particularly if mom has a favorite that she sings. In Luke’s gospel, the first Christmas carol sung is the one composed by a young mother named Mary who was suddenly expecting a child. It’s a song of praise to the Lord which we now know as the Magnificat (from the Latin of the first line in verse 47: “My soul magnifies the Lord”), but it’s also a song that sets the stage for the mission that her divine and human Son will undertake. 
Some scholars and theologians like John Wesley have seen Mary’s song as proof that she should be numbered among the biblical prophets because her song was composed “under a prophetic impulse.” 
Others think that Luke placed these words in the mouth of Mary as a way of introducing the themes of his gospel and Jesus’ future ministry. If we assume the former, however, and we see her song as divinely inspired, then it’s not a stretch to see this as a song Mary repeatedly sang to her unborn child and, if so, to see it as an influence imprinted on him even before he emerged in a manger in Bethlehem. 
Yes, Jesus was divine and clearly had a divine mission, but could it have been the early imprint of his mother’s song that reinforced all that he was about to do? Could this first-ever carol been the song to which he returned when under stress and needing assurance that, despite the opposition, he was doing the work ordained for him from the beginning? 

An ancient promise
If you’re waiting for the arrival of a baby, you know it’s going to take nine months, give or take. That’s a lot of time for prenatal singing! But the song that Mary sings is a derivation of one that God’s people had been singing for a long time, hoping for the birth of a Savior that would come and set things right. The announcement of the Savior’s coming went all the way back into Israel’s history — all the way back to Abraham. 

So she sings, 
He has helped his servant Israel,
   in remembrance of his mercy, 
 according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
   to Abraham and to his descendants forever. (vv. 54-55)

God promised Abraham that from his family, all the families of the world would be blessed. From that family came a nation called Israel, whom God rescued from slavery in Egypt and gave them a promised land. There, God established a king, David, and promised David that one of his descendants would sit on the throne of Israel forever and establish God’s justice and mercy and peace — God’s kingdom — for the whole world. 
But Abraham’s family and David’s kingdom both crumbled under the weight of sin. What could have been beautiful became broken because of their disobedience and rejection of God. The result was a people that were broken, exiled, occupied and enslaved not only by the foreign powers of Babylon and now Rome, but by the even more insidious powers of sin and death that enslaved the whole world. 
The promise of the prophets, however, was that one day a new king would be born who would topple the powers of sin and death by taking them head on. Isaiah had talked about him as the Suffering Servant, the Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Prince of Peace, the One for whom the whole world was waiting (Isaiah 9:2-7). 

Who is this singer?
Mary knew this story because it was the story of her people. For her, as for all of God’s people, the story of Scripture was the story. And now, somehow, impossibly, unbelievably, this young mother was going to play a supporting role. The time of waiting was coming to an end, and all she could do was sing!
“My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,” she sings (v. 47). Her song is designed to magnify, intensify, reflect and make brighter what God is doing through her son, God’s Son. 
Indeed, God announces the imminent arrival of the Promised One to the very people who need to hear it most: the poor, the lowly, the broken and the marginalized — those who have no power. 
Mary represents them as a young woman, barely perceived as a person in that patriarchal culture. She had no status and no prospects. With a common name, she was living in a tiny village in the middle of nowhere. 
And yet, she sings: “He has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the mighty one has done great things for me, and holy is his name” (v. 48).
Remember that when the angel greeted Mary he addressed her as “favored one” (v. 28). It was not that Mary was particularly righteous or worthy, though some Christian traditions have assumed that understanding. She was “favored” or blessed with the task of bearing the Messiah. Like her ancestor Abraham, God “favored” Mary, an ordinary girl in an ordinary place, and blessed her so that she might be a blessing to the world, a vital link in the covenant chain that God had begun with Abraham generations before (Genesis 12:2). 
We call her blessed because she blessed the world by saying “yes” to God: “Let it be with me according to your word” (v. 38).
The blessing that God will work through her will come by way of the Son that she bears, God’s own Son, who will come to save his people from sin, but also to overturn the power structures that had so long held people in slavery. She sings:
His mercy is for those who fear him
   from generation to generation. 
He has shown strength with his arm;
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
   and lifted up the lowly; 
 he has filled the hungry with good things,
   and sent the rich away empty. (vv. 50-53)

When God comes to earth
What Mary sings about here is the promise of what happens when God occupies the earth as its true king. When God is king, all human power structures get overturned — the proud are replaced by the humble, the hungry are filled and the wealthy go hungry. 
If you pay attention to the verbs in her song, they are all in the past tense. Mary sings as though these things have already happened. Such is the confidence of faith! The child whom she carries is God’s own Messiah, and this Messiah is actually God come in the flesh: the king who comes and announces in his words and actions that the kingdom has arrived. 
To put it another way, we might say that Mary’s song is the outline for everything that God’s Son will do when he grows to manhood. 
· He will scatter the proud and self-righteous by exposing their true selves. 
· He will challenge powerful kings like Herod and Caesar, by demonstrating the power of love. 
· He will advocate for justice, mercy and peace. 
· He will sit with the poor, hungry, sinners and outcasts, filling them with hope.
· He will denounce the wealthy who oppress the poor.
· He will expect his followers to deny themselves, pick up a cross and follow him. 
The gospels tell us that the rich fools and rich young rulers walked away from Jesus empty, while the poor were fed with an abundance of bread on a hillside. 
The child that Mary carries will turn the world upside down, and this child heard the song of his mission even as he still enjoyed the warmth of the womb. 

Mary’s sorrow
Mary sings, even though we know what all of this will cost her. 
A sword will pierce her soul, she is warned when Jesus is just a baby (2:35). 
She will lose him and frantically search for him for three days when he’s a boy because he is about his father’s work in the temple (2:41-52). 
She will think he has gone completely mad when he turns 30 and leaves home to start preaching and challenging powerful people (8:19-21; Mark 3:21). 
She will suffer the agony of watching him die on a cross, nailed there by the powers that always do that to those who would oppose them (23:44-49). 
Mary may not have had all this in mind when she composed her carol, and it is quite possible she sang this song again and again when it seemed like things were going horribly wrong for her son. 
Then again, when she saw him alive three days after his death, her song would have meant even more! 

We sing our familiar Christmas carols, too, but we must sing them knowing that Good Friday is not far away. We sing them knowing where this child will go and what he will do. We sing them knowing that there is a cross ahead, but also an empty tomb. 
While “The Magnificat” may not be on the hot list of Christmas music played on the radio during this season, it’s the song that reminds us who Jesus is and what he is about. 
It can remind us, too, that we are called to follow him in lifting up the lowly, filling the hungry with good things, and saying to God every day, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (v. 37). 
David W. Andersen, Nnimmo Bassey, Lynn Miller Jackson, Bob Kaylor, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The “Magnificat” as prophecy
· Faithfulness to Jesus’ mission
· The gospel as the completion of Israel’s story

Participation Pointers:
· Some churches or faith traditions have a practice of collecting clothing items (e.g. underwear, etc.) for the needy or homeless. Others designate a large portion of their Christmas Eve offering to missions. This would be a good time to take Mary’s song seriously, perhaps challenging the congregation to “lift up the lowly” in tangible ways.
—Rev. David W. Andersen, Northwest Texas Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church.
· In preparation for this message or the song series, why not survey the congregation about their favorite carols? Start early and during election week in November when the country has its political elections. Delight the congregation by inviting them to “vote” for their favorites. A creative worship team might enjoy making some posters at the ballot box saying, “Vote for ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’. I’m Charles Wesley and I approve this message.”  “Vote NO on ‘Bleak Midwinter.’ It’s too bleak.” Etc. To add excitement, give people only one day to vote like in elections.  Advent is only several weeks away so taking a survey would be timely to ensure that the worship team will include as many favorites as possible.  The preacher might then use the results of this carol survey as an introduction to this message about the Magnificat.
—Rev. Joyce DeToni-Hill, Phillips United Methodist Church, Lakewood, Colorado.
· The following YouTube videos are worth reviewing:
youtube.com/watch?v=6_iixWJo-7k. Time: 5:06. Guitar and instruments. Sung by Christy Nockels.
youtube.com/watch?v=SyXafdQogEo. Time: 4:07. Sung in Latin by the Daughters of Mary. Beautiful.
youtube.com/watch?v=Qe8dJUViL3M. Time: 4:15. Clips from “The Nativity Story.” This is a strong piece. 

Source:
Simkin, Penny. “Parents’ singing to fetus and newborn enhances their well-being, parent-infant attachment, & soothability.” Connecting the Dots, Lamaze International Website. February 26, 2013. lamaze.org. Retrieved April 5, 2019. 
Wesley, John. Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. Biblestudytools.com. Retrieved June 1, 2019. 

THE OTHER TEXTS
DECEMBER 15, 2019, Cycle A
Isaiah 35:1-10
What Does the Text Say? 	
Ironically, one of the oldest extended descriptions of the power of Israel’s God to restore creation is the metaphor of God the Divine Warrior. One of the best preserved and fullest expressions of this metaphor can be seen in Isaiah 34-35. In this image, God leaves the heavenly realm to come to earth to fight on behalf of those who have earned God’s favor and against those who have incurred God’s wrath. There are predictable consequences when God makes contact with the created order. Nature suffers cataclysmic disturbances. But once God’s aims are accomplished and God’s vengeance is satisfied, nature is restored to the order God desires. In fact, nature is made better than it was before. The desert not only blooms as it might do in a normal spring season (vv. 1-2), it also runs over with new sources of water (vv. 6-7). Once the desert has been transformed into a marsh (vv. 7, 9), the wild desert animals no longer dominate the landscape, particularly the lion, which is often symbolic of Israel’s enemies. Another important development has also occurred here in Isaiah. No longer is the desert a trackless void in which travelers can easily lose their way. Now there is a highway on which not even fools could get lost, and it leads straight to Zion. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Desert Clubs; Desert Rules. Do some research about golf courses that have transformed deserts into oases. These courses often are links courses that meander through sand dunes. Some, however, are conventional. When playing a desert course, you may need some desert clubs (a 7-iron that’s expendable — for hitting off hard surfaces). You will also play by desert rules — which helps when you land in the high rough. The point of this analogy is to highlight the transformation of desert land into something beautiful. Consider Palm Springs, California, for example. While the prophet’s vision is a national one, we can also apply this vision to what God can do for us individually as well. These principles also apply to our identity as a community. 
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Select Isaiah in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

James 5:7-10
What Does the Text Say?
The message in James today is one that calls for a creative blending of “works and grace” as we struggle to incarnate Christ’s presence in the church body. This week’s epistle suggests one facet of that spirit that must be made flesh. Verse 7 calls for patience, a patience that can outlast a long, dry season of the soul, a patience that never loses its trust in God’s plan for salvation. Verses 7-8 remind us that the first-century church expected the imminent return of the Lord. As an example, this writer uses an agricultural image: Nothing can rush the progress of the seasons; they come and go according to divine designation. Verse 8 emphasizes the call to patience by repeating it, as well as repeating the admonition that the “coming of the Lord is near.” In the face of this turmoil, urging patience on the faithful is not calling for quietist passivity. Patience under these circumstances takes active strength, fortitude, courage and a certain fearlessness. Patience in the face of persecution means a persistent trust in God’s plan for the future and a willingness to allow God to bring that future into being — no matter what may be the personal cost. Verse 10 continues the theme of patience called for in verses 7-8, but now specifically names suffering as an expected part of faithful patience. Indeed, the closer the day of the Lord’s return comes, the more likely it is that patience will be tested and suffering will be endured.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Patience that Doesn’t Wait. There’s nothing harder than waiting patiently when there’s nothing to do. This is why waiting in a doctor’s office is so irritating. You had an appointment. The doctor’s return or call for you is imminent. Yet the doctor doesn’t come. (Are you thinking now of Waiting for Godot, by Samuel Beckett?). The doctor is supposed to come, supposed to be there for you, supposed to appear in her doorway and say, “Come,” but she doesn’t! So you wait and wait. You read a stupid magazine. You watch children fuss and play. You stare at the clock. Better, James says, if you were busy. It is best to be patient without waiting for something to do. So, bring a book to read. Dash some notes of appreciation to friends on some special notecards. Bring your laptop and do some work. In other words, patience finds ways to be productive — and therein lies the preaching point for the day. 
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Select James in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Matthew 11:2-11 
What Does the Text Say? 
John the Baptizer has second thoughts about whether Jesus actually is the Messiah for whose coming he had been preparing. Matthew tells the story in such a way as to try to remove any continuing doubt on the part of the readers. He suggests that it was apparently clear to everyone but John that Jesus was indeed the Messiah. Yet the story admits the presence of lingering doubts, presumably not only by John, but also among the evangelist’s own contemporaries. Why else raise the question, “Are you the One who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” (v. 3). Jesus’ response cites language about the coming messianic age from Isaiah, placing emphasis on the acts of deliverance for the blind, the lame, the leprous, the deaf and even the dead rather than upon acts of judgment against the unrighteous. Jesus also stresses within these actions the role of preaching: “The poor have good news brought to them” (v. 5). Having thereby dealt with John’s question, the narrative shifts to the exchange between Jesus and the crowds. The one greater than John (cf. 3:11) has come, inaugurating the kingdom with his arrival, and all those who enter God’s realm with him are greater than all those who remain only within the human realm.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Are You the One? Two questions are posed in this reading. The first is asked once and is a two-part question about Jesus. The second is asked three times and is a question about John the Baptist. The first is asked by John the Baptist. The second is asked by Jesus. Back to the first question: “Are you the One or are we to wait for another?” (v. 3). This question reflects a certain level of doubt on the part of John the Baptist. Who can blame him? He’s in prison. And when you’re in prison, you doubt and second-guess everything. Don’t we do the same when we feel trapped and tied down with insufferable responsibilities and burdens? Don’t we then ask, “God, is this what you promised? Is this what you want for me, or is there another path I can take?” The second question was asked by Jesus concerning John, and it was asked three times in different forms: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at?” (v. 7); “What then did you go out to see?” (v. 8); and again, “What then did you go out to see?” (v. 9). This question challenges the crowd to reexamine what they’re doing and why. It’s a good question for us: “What do we go to church to see?” “What do we expect to happen in our relationship with God?”  
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Select Matthew in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
I plainly judge, and do not hesitate to affirm, that except for theology there is no art that could be put on the same level with music, since except for theology [music] alone produces what otherwise only theology can do, namely a calm and joyful disposition. ... This is the reason why the prophets did not make use of any art except music; when setting forth their theology they did it not as geometry, not as arithmetic, not as astronomy, but as music, so that they held theology and music most tightly connected, and proclaimed truth through Psalms and songs.
—Martin Luther, LW 49:427-428, cited by Robin Leaver in “Luther and Music,” Lutheran Quarterly, vol. XX, 2006, 125. Lutheranquarterly.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Mary’s song is so subversive in its cultural, socioeconomic and political implications that it has been banned many times in modern history. When the British ruled India, the Magnificat was prohibited from being sung in churches. Similarly, during the “Dirty War” in Argentina, after the mothers of disappeared children postered the capital plaza with the words of the Magnificat, the military junta banned all public displays of the song. Too much hope, they decided, is a dangerous thing.
But “too much hope” is precisely what we’re called to cultivate and proclaim ... in Advent. The Messiah is almost here, Mary tells us, and the promise of his lasting reign changes everything. There is no unjust system, oppressive hierarchy, or arrogant leadership structure that God will not upend. No promise God will fail to keep. No broken, exploited life God will not save. So find your voice and sing your song — and share it with the world. What does your Magnificat sound like? How is God magnified through your unique perspective and vision? What words have you found to express the radical, revolutionary hope of the Messiah you carry?
—Debie Thomas, “A visit and a song,” Journey with Jesus, December 16, 2018. journeywithjesus.net. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
When Mary sings, she holds together both attributes: God’s mercy and God’s strength. She will not separate them, as so many of us do. She does not say, for instance, that God’s love is shrunken down until it fits cozily in our hearts. Nor does she point to the tornado and announce it as the wild forces of God.
No, she declares that God comes with compassion, with tenderness, with grace and affirmation. If we look beneath the hard surface, we can find a kindness latent in everything that God does. There is a good will at work in the world, a hidden benevolence to reclaim and improve a beloved world.
Want to know what God comes with power and strength? It may not be in the tornado, but rather in the volunteers who come to help in the middle of the storm, supporting the afflicted, delivering blankets and fresh water, rebuilding the waterlogged lives. God’s deepest authority is revealed in the widest possible kindness.
—William G. Carter, “God’s action plan,” The Sermons of Bill Carter, December 11, 2011.
billcartersermons.blogspot.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
It is, of course, profoundly unsettling news: Mary doesn’t need a man to have a baby. She isn’t going to follow worldly social norms. In fact, she prophesies the overturning of the whole social order, proclaiming that the lowly will be lifted up, the rich turned away empty. She doesn’t ask permission of kings or family to step off the precipice into unprecedented experience. Her proclamation that God is at work in her body shows us, even before Jesus does, what it means to truly submit –– not to the world but to God.
Today, in America, truly submitting to God — surrendering yourself body and soul, womb and lungs, heart and mind and hands — remains a profoundly transgressive and unworldly act. Submission isn’t something we talk about a lot in this culture unless we’re talking about sexual kink. Or about coerced obedience to armies and laws, powers and principalities.
Mostly, though, our systems, religious as well as secular, work on the principle of individual gratification: self-awareness, self-improvement, self-esteem. We believe in “being true to yourself,” “finding your own way,” “standing up for yourself,” buying or willing your way into an identity. The defended, defined, individual self, along with its purportedly individual salvation, is at the center of most American theology — theology that echoes the perspective of the ubiquitous market that rules our secular lives. Why be a servant, when you could polish your own soul the way you shape your body through exercise and surgery? Why be weak and helpless when you could be powerful?  Why not choose your own beliefs, why not will your own sins away? Why surrender to God, when you could be a self-made man or woman?
But the prophet Mary stands among us, breathing quietly and humming under her breath. Now, as then, she addresses the emptiness of the pretense that we’re in control of our lives.
—Sara Miles, “My soul proclaims: Submission and subversion in Mary’s Magnificat,” Journey with Jesus, December 16, 2007. journeywithjesus.net. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Mary magnifies the Lord.
The natural tendency in us is to do just the opposite — not to magnify the Lord as a pair of binoculars enlarges a distant object, but to turn the binoculars around and make God smaller. A small God we can control. A small God we can manipulate into doing what we want.
It’s easy to make God into a sort of magic amulet, an adornment to be carried around as casually as some wear a cross around the neck. We nearly forget God is there — until a crisis comes, our dreams slip away or life feels suddenly stale and meaningless. Then we try to catch the Creator of heaven and earth in our pathetic backwards binoculars, a small and serviceable God who will do our bidding as obediently as a genie in a bottle.
##
Can Mary’s God truly be our Lord and our God — the God who overturns the way the world works, who elects the least and the last to bring in the kingdom, whose judgment in every sense will save the poor, the wronged and the oppressed? Can the God who is going to knock the powerful off their peacock thrones, their stock exchange seats, their professional chairs, and their benches of judgment really be our God? Can we really praise this God — Mary’s God?
In all honesty I am not sure. The Advent gospel is more pointed than our Christmas carols. So pointed it sticks in my throat. If I am going to sing with Mary, I will need her help. She will have to take the lead. But if Mary and her God can have one Sunday a year, her singing may be a sign that the Holy Spirit who visited Nazareth so long ago is not yet finished with us. ...
And yet, here is hope — even for the likes of us. If Mary sings this Advent, perhaps we will finally know that every song of the future apart from hers is simply off key. Every future projected apart from Mary’s God has no future — it is doomed, and it is damned. But if Mary’s song is the Advent song, then her God has a future, and her God will bring us the future....
So sing it again, Mary. Sing to us of your God. Sing on, Mary, sing on, till your song at last becomes ours. Sing, till all the world hears you and makes your lines its own. And when your Son returns with his angels in power, may we join them and you and the whole company of heaven in singing, “Glory to God in the highest!” Glory to the God of Mary, the woman whose freeing Son, and whose freedom song, will yet be our own.
—James F. Kay, “Mary’s song — and ours,” The Christian Century, December 10, 1997, 1157.religion-online.org. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
In Vasily Grossman’s vast, magisterial novel of World War II, Life and Fate, he pauses for a moment to speak of the power of music:
“People in camps, people in prisons, people who have escaped from prison, people going to their deaths, know the extraordinary power of music. No one else can experience music in quite the same way. What music resurrects in the soul of a man about to die is neither hope nor thought, but simply the blind, heart-breaking miracle of life itself.”
We can imagine the slaves, recently escaped from the prison of Egypt, at the sea. The biblical song of the sea expresses in an ancient idiom what the novelist tells us. Music expands the world, opens the sky, exists in defiance of confinement or restriction or the narrowness that often holds the human spirit in check. The orchestra in Auschwitz played in complete opposition to the hellish world that surrounded it. For a moment as the notes soared, the musicians’ souls felt free. Grossman’s novel was repressed by the Soviet Union in his lifetime, but after he is gone we can hear his noble spirit’s song. He expresses the majesty bequeathed by music makers throughout the ages — “the blind, heart-breaking miracle of life itself.”
—Rabbi David Wolpe, “Off The Pulpit” newsletter for February 23, 2011. No longer available online.

Commentary
Luke 1:47-55
Mary offered her hymn of praise, the Magnificat, while she was visiting her cousin Elizabeth (vv. 39-45). According to Luke, two noteworthy events preceded Mary’s homage. The initial event was, “When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb” (v. 41a). Then, sometime during the visit, “Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit” and blessed Mary as “the mother of my Lord” (vv. 41b, 43). After Mary listened to Elizabeth’s tribute, the gospel of Luke recites Mary’s celebrated song, which is a blending together or assemblage of several OT passages and themes, including many from the Psalms.
Of all the OT allusions that scholars have identified in the Magnificat, the most obvious reference is to Hannah’s song, found in 1 Samuel 2:1-10 after Samuel’s birth. The link is especially noticeable in the opening lines, as Mary extols God: “My soul magnifies the Lord, / and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (vv. 46b-47; cf. 1 Samuel 2:1). But whereas Hannah was rejoicing because she was no longer barren and because the Lord had vindicated her and granted her a personal victory over her rival, Mary is celebrating because the Lord had chosen her, a lowly servant, to bear “the Son of the Most High” (v. 48a; v. 32).
After recognizing her privileged place, Mary declares, “Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; / for the Mighty One has done great things for me, / and holy is his name” (vv. 48b-49). The appellation “Mighty One” is common in the OT and frequently associated with Jacob (e.g., Genesis 49:24; Psalm 132:2, 5; Isaiah 49:26; 60:16). Although the expression “holy is his name” is somewhat atypical when referring to God’s holiness, to speak of “his holy name” is not (e.g., 1 Chronicles 16:10; Psalms 30:4; 33:21; 97:12; 103:1; 105:3; 145:21). It’s also important to note that Mary’s declaration reiterates Elizabeth’s blessing: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb … And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord” (vv. 42, 45).
As the first half of the Magnificat concludes (vv. 46b-50), Mary’s adoration ascends higher and higher as she sings of God’s inestimable mercy. She extols God not only for the kindness he has shown to her but also for the compassion he will show to all who call on his name. Her poetic adulation makes it clear that both she and her listeners are recipients of God’s grace. Every believer throughout all time is enveloped by his glory; thus Mary exclaims, “His mercy is for those who fear him / from generation to generation” (v. 50).
The next portion of Mary’s hymn describes how “the Mighty One” has acted on behalf of the oppressed. In characteristic Lukan reversal theology, God “has shown strength with his arm; / he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. / He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, / and lifted up the lowly” (vv. 51-52). Although Mary’s rehearsal of God’s mighty deeds isn’t a word-for-word recital of 1 Samuel 2, the theme of reversal — of bringing down the haughty and lifting up the downtrodden — is obvious and corresponds well to Hannah’s song. Hannah avowed, “Talk no more so very proudly, / let not arrogance come from your mouth; / for the Lord is a God of knowledge, and by him actions are weighed” (1 Samuel 2:3).
Another prominent feature is that Hannah’s song includes a number of military metaphors (e.g., “The bows of the mighty are broken” and “He will guard the feet . . . for not by might does one prevail,” 1 Samuel 2:4a, 9) and violent imagery (e.g., “The Lord kills … ” “the wicked shall be cut off” and “His adversaries shall be shattered,” 1 Samuel 2:6a, 9b, 10). Conversely, such expressions are infrequent in the Magnificat and are more muted when they occur (e.g., “he has scattered the proud …” and “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,” vv. 51-52).
Both Hannah’s song and the Magnificat similarly esteem God for acting on behalf of the poor and hungry. However, the presentation of the reversal of fortunes for the rich and the poor is much longer and more dramatic in Hannah’s song. With vivid and expressive poetry, she declared, “Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, / but those who were hungry are fat with spoil. ... The Lord makes poor and makes rich; / he brings low, he also exalts. / He raises up the poor from the dust; / he lifts the needy from the ash heap, / to make them sit with princes and inherit a seat of honor” (1 Samuel 2:5a, 7-8a). Although this same theme about the rich and the poor is woven into the Magnificat, it’s less dramatic. Mary’s adulation is much shorter; she simply declares, “He has filled the hungry with good things, / and sent the rich away empty” (v. 53).
The Magnificat closes with Mary turning to address national Jewish interests. The final lines of her canticle recall God’s promise to Israel’s ancestors and praise him again for his mercy. Appropriately, Mary declares, “He has helped his servant Israel, / in remembrance of his mercy, / according to the promise he made to our ancestors, / to Abraham and to his descendants forever” (vv. 54-55).
Hannah’s song echoes a similar nationalistic theme as it ends. However, in contrast to the Magnificat, which speaks of God’s promise to Abraham and his descendants, Hannah’s song is more militaristic in tone and centers on God’s actions on behalf of his king: “The Lord will judge the ends of the earth; / he will give strength to his king, / and exalt the power of his anointed” (1 Samuel 2:10b).
As indicated throughout this commentary, the Magnificat relied on Hannah’s song in a number of ways. But the dependence wasn’t an automaton-like, copy-and-paste methodology. Instead, Luke reworked Hannah’s song and adapted it to emphasize God’s mercy and favor — themes that reappear throughout the third gospel (e.g., vv. 25, 30, 58, 68, 72, 78; 2:40, 52; 4:19; 7:16; 10:37; 16:24; 17:13; 18:38-39). (For an extensive discussion on Mary’s visit with Elizabeth and the Magnificat, see Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke [ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1993], 330-66.)
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Luke 1:47-55
This is Gaudete Sunday, so JOY is the theme for this conversation. On 4x6 notecards, or perhaps card stock a bit larger, write the letters J, O and Y. Alternatively, you could cut the letters from colored construction paper, using a different color for each letter. Show the cards to the children but in a way that does not spell JOY. Instead it looks like OYJ, or some other combination. Tell the kids that you know there is a word hidden here, but you need help finding it. Conversation will ensue until you have JOY. The angels in the Christmas story told the shepherds that they had good news that would bring great joy. What was this news? Why should we be happy that Jesus was born? Oh, lots of reasons! The angels knew that Jesus would grow up to show the world how to love and forgive one another. They knew Jesus would really help us get to know God. In fact, the angels knew that when Jesus was born, God came to us in Jesus, so when Jesus was alive, it was like God was walking around just like any one of us! That’s exciting. We can bring joy to the world, too. You know how? By being like Jesus! And when we’re like Jesus, joy seems to follow! Mix up your letters again and respell the word, and shout it out. JOY! (You could use the familiar mnemonic: J=Jesus; O=Others; and Y=You.) Prayer: “Lord Jesus, you brought joy to the world. You brought joy into our hearts. Help us to get that joy out of our hearts and share it with the world, but especially those right around us. Amen.” 

Alternative Idea
In a “Children’s Church,” or Sunday school setting, you could begin by playing the Simon and Garfunkel song, “You Can Tell the World” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1CAlRaLHINw; Time: 2:48).
Well you can tell the world about this
You can tell the nation about that
Tell ʼem what the master has done
Tell ʼem that the gospel has come
Tell ʼem that the victory's been won
He brought joy, joy, joy, joy, joy, joy,
Into my heart.
The last sentence has six “joys” in it. That’s a lot of joy! Let’s do three things. First, the songs says, “He brought joy … into my heart.” Who is the “he” of that sentence?” Then, tell me what joy is. And finally, let’s talk about six things that bring joy “into our hearts” as the songs says. 											

Worship Resources
Invocations — Advent
Spirit of the Lord God, you bring good news to the oppressed, bind up the brokenhearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, and release the prisoners. You comfort all who mourn, and shower your people with the oil of gladness instead of mourning; a mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. We will greatly rejoice in the Lord, our whole being shall exult in God, for the sake of the One who brought righteousness to life, Jesus Christ our salvation. 
Amen.

Prayers of Confession — Advent
Call to Confession
Gracious God, we welcome you to our house, the sacred space we have built to gather together as your people. Here we come to offer you our thanksgiving and praise in response to the abundance of your creation. Here we come to share with you our prayers of confession and petition, for they lie heavy on our hearts. Even knowing that you are here and everywhere, we come longing to hear you say, “I am with you always.” Amen.

Prayer of Confession (Luke 1:47-55)
Compassionate, Forgiving God, we trespass on your mercy and take your favor for granted.
We think only of ourselves.
We forget the lessons of those who came before us, and ignore our responsibility to those who will follow us.
We grow proud and seek power.
We do not see the destruction of our actions and how it distances us from you.
We do not recognize our hunger for what it is, or where it leads us.
We grow faint.
Bring us home to you, Merciful God.

Words of Assurance (Luke 1:47-55)
The Holy One forgives and bestows favor on each of us, even and especially when we are lowly in spirit. We are blessed from generation to generation by the Mighty One, whose strength and mercy are forever.

Benedictions — Advent
Leader: Never put your faith in worldly status, and never underestimate your heavenly importance.
People: My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.
Leader: Let your trust in the coming of Christ soar within you like wings of joy. Go out into the world and serve one another as God-bearers.
People: My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.
Leader: Grace, mercy and peace, from God our Creator, through Jesus our Savior, in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit our Nurturer, be with you this day and evermore.
ALL: Amen!
—Bruce Prewer, bruceprewer.com. 

Prayers — Offertory
God only Wise, accept these offerings, the fruit of our labor and lives, in obedience of our faith, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever!
Amen.

Hymns
Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming
Joy to the World
To a Maid Engaged to Joseph

Worship and Praise 
My Soul Magnifies the Lord (Tomlin)
Come to Us
Beautiful
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Third Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 35:1-10*
Luke 1:46b-55*
James 5:7-10*
Matthew 11:2-11*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.







