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SUMMARY
“But how would you know the difference between the dream world and the real world?” (Morpheus from “The Matrix”). The song of Mary invites us to escape a world of illusion and see the truth clearly, for the very first time. 

AT A GLANCE
The birth of Jesus at Christmas is the victory of God over the illusions we see all around us. The truth the baby brings us is that God looks with favor on us, lifts up the lowly, and brings down the powerful.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Thin Places,” December 23, 2012. 

In the early 21st century, a war broke out between humans and intelligent machines. After human beings prevented the machines from getting access to solar energy, the machines responded by capturing humans and using their bodies to provide bioelectric power. The machines didn’t kill the humans, but they pacified them — creating a simulated reality called The Matrix.
“The Matrix is the world that has been pulled over your eyes,” says a character named Morpheus, “to blind you from the truth.”
The human battle with the Matrix has played out over the course of three movies, the first released in 1999 and the second and third in 2003. Now, a fourth Matrix movie is scheduled to open in theaters on December 22, 2021, with simultaneous release on HBO Max. The film industry is hoping for a Christmas blockbuster.
The Matrix is a land of illusion, as well as a place of really cool, slow-motion, science-fiction shoot-outs. “Wake up, Neo,” says Morpheus to the star of the movie, played by Keanu Reeves. “As long as the Matrix exists, the human race will never be free.”
Neo is a computer hacker whose real name is Thomas Anderson. He senses that something is wrong with the world, so he goes on a search for the truth. His love interest is Trinity, a woman who has been freed by Morpheus to do battle with the Matrix.
Neo. Thomas Anderson. Trinity. All three names have clear connections to the Christian faith.
Throughout the Matrix movies, Neo is referred to as “the One.” He is the chosen one, the Christ, the messiah, the one who is sent to save his people. The name Neo means “new,” a name that also connects to Jesus, the new man who leads us to new life.
But there’s more. Neo’s real name, Thomas Anderson, contains additional Christian meanings. “Anderson” literally means “Son of Man,” a phrase often used in the Bible to describe Jesus. The first name “Thomas” reminds us of the disciple Thomas, who wouldn’t believe in the resurrection until he saw the truth with his own eyes.
“Wake up, Neo,” says Morpheus. Wake up, Thomas Anderson. See the truth with your own eyes.
The character Trinity makes us think of God, of course: God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit. Neo and Trinity fall in love, showing the same powerful love that exists between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Together, they are on a mission to save the world.

The Gospel Matrix
This week, we are all invited to enter the Matrix.
But don’t feel that you must go to the movies to do this. This invitation is connected more to Mary’s song of praise than it is to a science-fiction film.
To “enter the Matrix” is to see the truth clearly, for the very first time.
Mary’s adventure begins when she leaves Nazareth in Galilee and goes with haste to a Judean town in the hill country. She has just received a message from a mysterious visitor — not Morpheus, but the angel Gabriel. “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,” said Gabriel, “and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God” (Luke 1:35).
Mary will be the mother of Neo, the One — Son of Man and Son of God.
Gabriel knows that his message is hard to accept, so he offers an illustration of how nothing will be impossible with God. He tells Mary that her relative Elizabeth has conceived a son, even though she was thought to be too old to have children. So, Mary travels from Galilee to Judea and enters the house of Zechariah and Elizabeth. When Elizabeth hears Mary’s greeting, her child leaps in her womb, and Elizabeth cries out, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb” (v. 42). 
Clearly, God is working in some surprising and powerful ways. Elizabeth’s baby senses the presence of Mary’s baby, and he shows his happiness by leaping for joy. Both women discover the truth of what God is doing in their lives.
In “The Matrix,” Morpheus says to Neo, “Free your mind.” God was saying the same to Elizabeth and Mary: “Free your mind, and believe that I am doing amazing things through you.”
Then Mary offers a song of praise: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant” (vv. 46-48). Mary knows that the Matrix is the world that has been pulled over our eyes, to blind us from the truth. The Matrix says that a teenage girl is in a low position, a bottom rank, an unimpressive place. But Mary enters the Matrix and blows it apart, discovering that the truth of the matter is that God has looked on her with favor, allowing her to be the mother of God’s Son.
God looked with favor on Mary, and God looks with favor on us. The surprising truth of our faith is that God favors us, even though we have done nothing to deserve this approval and support. 
When God favors us, God is offering us the gift of grace. Episcopal priest Justin Holcomb says that “grace is the love of God shown to the unlovely; the peace of God given to the restless; the unmerited favor of God.”
Unmerited favor: That’s what God shows us. We don’t earn it or deserve it. All we can do is accept it. When we enter the Matrix and blow it apart, we discover the amazing truth that God looks with favor on us, and freely offers us forgiveness, love and peace. 
“We live in a world of earning, deserving, and merit, and these result in judgment,” says Holcomb. But this world is really an illusion. The truth is that God is acting to replace judgment with grace, and the result is new life. As long as the Matrix exists, the human race will never be free. But when we destroy this illusion, we will all be forgiven and freed.
God has looked with favor on us. That’s the truth of our faith, beyond a world of illusion.
Mary goes on to say that God “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. 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. 52-55). 
In the world around us, the world of illusion, the powerful stay on their thrones and keep the lowly in their place. The hungry scrounge for food, and the rich have leftovers that go bad in their refrigerators. But Mary shatters this Matrix and praises God for turning the world upside-down, with God bringing down the powerful, lifting up those in need, feeding the hungry, and sending the rich away with nothing. 

What Is Real?
“But how would you know the difference between the dream world and the real world?” That’s a question asked by Morpheus in “The Matrix,” and it’s an important question for us to answer today. How do we know that the world around us is an illusion, and the world of God is real?
We know that God’s world is real because the birth of Jesus was real. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,” said John. “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (John 1:1, 14). The Divine Word that was part of the creation of the universe took human form and lived among us as Jesus. This Word became real, in the form of a real human being.
As Christians, we call this “the Incarnation” — God coming to us in human flesh. “It is untheological,” says Presbyterian minister Frederick Buechner. “It is unsophisticated. It is undignified. But according to Christianity, it is the way things are.”
Yes, the Incarnation is the way things are. It is real. And it is what we will celebrate at Christmas. Buechner goes on to say that “incarnation means that all ground is holy ground because God not only made it but walked on it, ate and slept and worked and died on it.”
The birth of Jesus at Christmas is the victory of God over the illusions we see all around us. God really has “scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts” (Luke 1:51). God is always on the side of feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, and comforting the afflicted. 
So, let’s join Mary in entering the Matrix and blowing it to pieces. More powerful than the Trinity character who will be appearing in the movies, Mary can point us to a truth that can change our lives for the better. Mary tells us that God looks with favor on us, lifts up the lowly, and brings down the powerful. 
That’s the real world, beyond the illusions that we see all around us. And we know it is real because God has come to us in a baby named Jesus, full of grace and truth. 
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
December 19, 2021, Cycle C


Micah 5:2-5a
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading from Micah foretells a future ruler of Israel coming from the town of Bethlehem. For obvious reasons, early Christian writers applied this oracle to Jesus. The original context and significance of the oracle were puzzling in their details but hopeful in their perspective. The direct address to Bethlehem (v. 2) does and does not come out of nowhere in the book of Micah. The superscription to the book (1:1) identifies the work as a collection of oracles “concerning Samaria and Jerusalem.” Micah’s concern was the injustice he witnessed (or learned of) in the twin kingdoms of Israel (whose capital was Samaria) and Judah (whose capital was Jerusalem). This injustice stemmed from the corruption of the leaders in both capital cities, which set the tone of widespread corruption elsewhere in the two nations. The abrupt singling out of “Bethlehem of Ephrathah” for special address is completely unheralded at the narrative level. On the other hand, Micah was from Moresheth-gath (1:1, 14), a small village about 25 miles southwest of Jerusalem, and Bethlehem was also a small village about 5 miles from Jerusalem in the same general direction. Micah’s perspective, therefore, was shaped by the village life of his background (unlike his aristocratic prophetic contemporary, Isaiah of Jerusalem). It was in such villages as Moresheth-gath and Bethlehem that Micah saw both the rapacious effects of social injustice and the hope for a return to authentic Yahwism under a leader untainted by big-city life. To this extent, Bethlehem’s sudden appearance in the book, while unexpected, is not inconsistent with the thrust of Micah’s overall message.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Bethlehem — House of Bread. The sermon has as its focus the “little town of Bethlehem.” Prior to the sermon or following it, you’d surely want to sing the Christmas carol. Since this OT text mentions Bethlehem, use the opportunity to talk about the town in which Jesus was born, and if you’ve visited Bethlehem, point out some of its features including the Shepherds’ Fields, the touristy shops, the Redeemer Lutheran Church, the Church of the Nativity, Rachel’s Tomb and so on. Then explain that the name of this town means literally “house of bread.” Close by observing that in this house of bread was born the Bread of Life, Jesus himself, who said, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35, 48). Remind the congregation that Jesus is the One who is our staff of life, our sustenance.

Luke 1:46b-55
What Does the Text Say?
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 that “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 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” (v. 46b-47; cf. 1 Samuel 2:1). But whereas Hannah rejoiced because she was no longer barren and because the Lord has vindicated her and granted her a personal victory over her rival, Mary celebrates because the Lord had chosen her, a lowly servant, to bear “the Son of the Most High” (v. 48a; Luke 1:32).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Song of Mary. This sermon focuses on Mary, often forgotten in the telling of the Christmas story. Yet Mary’s role is pivotal, of course, and her obedience and surrender to God’s will crucial. Dig into this text to mine nuggets that might provide insight into Mary’s character. Although only a teenager, she is religiously devout. Her soul “magnifies” the Lord (v. 46). She is pleased to be chosen by God and can’t help but express pride that future generations will call her “blessed” (v. 48). She recognizes God’s saving power. She appreciates that God does not neglect the poor, that God has “filled the hungry with good things” and that God brings down the “powerful from their thrones.” Focus on the phrase “filled the hungry with good things.” Are we hungry? God wants to fill us with good things. God wants to satisfy our hunger. The One who is born on Christmas Day is the same One who said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matthew 5:6). Mary says that God fills the hungry. Jesus said the same thing. During Advent, let’s be hungry and seek God’s “filling.”

Hebrews 10:5-10
What Does the Text Say?
The pericope in Hebrews 10:5-10 appears in the context of a larger discourse on the inadequacy of the sacrificial system in light of Christ’s ultimate sacrifice. Verses 1-4, immediately preceding this pericope, outline the insufficiency of sacrifices, where verses 5-10 begin to set up the argument that Christ serves as the ultimate sacrifice, a point that is reinforced in the verses that follow (vv. 11-18). Verses 5b-7 more or less replicate the text of Psalm 40:6-8 (LXX 39:7-9). There is, however, at least one intriguing variant here between the text of Hebrews and the Greek text of the Septuagint. The Hebrew text of Psalm 40:6 literally reads “ears you have dug for me.” The Septuagint preserves this sense with a translation that might be rendered, “Ears you have prepared for me.” However, as the NRSV’s translation of Hebrews 10:5 indicates, the Greek in Hebrews differs from the Greek of the Septuagint by rendering the text, “A body you have prepared for me.” While this variant could be explained away on the basis of synecdoche, where the whole is being used to signify the part, the change could be more intentional. Given the reference to Jesus’ body that appears in verse 10, it seems likely that the author of Hebrews is slightly altering the psalm’s text in order to bring it in line with the point that will follow concerning Jesus’ body and its effectiveness as a sacrifice. Furthermore, this change also suggests that reading verse 5a as an intentional nod to the theological significance of the Incarnation is likely correct.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Baby and the Body. This is a tough Christmas text, but it offers an important message about Jesus’ role or place as the last sacrifice for the atonement of sins. Rather than getting into too much detail about the sacrificial system, the preacher might instead observe that the “body you have prepared for me” (v. 5) reminds us of the humanity of Christ. The humanness of Jesus is evident when we look at the baby in the manger. We see a baby and a body. This is the Son of God! We will see flashes and evidence of his divinity in the miracles and the wisdom of Jesus later. But the cradle and the cross point out to us the humanity of Jesus. God has clothed himself in flesh and become like us. This child will walk with us and show us God, for he is the “way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

Neo, as a figure of Jesus, is a predominant theme, reinforced by a set of messages: During one of the first scenes, a computer hacker (Choi) thus addresses Neo:
Hallelujah. You’re my savior. My own personal Jesus Christ.
When Neo enters the ship Nebuchadnezzar for the first time, one reads on one of the panels of the main bridge Mark III No. 11. In the gospel according to Saint Mark, the 11th verse of the third chapter reads:
Whenever the impure spirits saw Him, they fell down before Him and cried out, ‘You are the Son of God!’
As for the name of the ship, Nebuchadnezzar, it seems to be a direct allusion to the Neo-Babylonian king, who besieged the city of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. Nebuchadnezzar is a character of the Hebrew Bible, and is mentioned in the book of Daniel, in which we find a set of stories announcing the coming of the Messiah by Daniel (who interpreted one of Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams).
—Raz M. “Religious and Theological Themes in The Matrix,” Medium, March 4, 2018, https://medium.com.

##

I imagine that if we were to study the most popular Christmas hymns alongside the Christmas stories themselves, we would find that we tend to highlight the warm and fuzzy side of Christmas much more than the gospel writers do, and to minimize the world-shaking significance of the Incarnation.
Of course, there are also some notable exceptions, like this bit from “O Holy Night”:
Truly he taught us to love one another
His law is love and his gospel is peace
Chains shall he break for the slave is our brother
And in his name all oppression shall cease
Here, the peace of the gospel is linked with Jesus’ concrete actions of freeing slaves and ending oppression. Unfortunately, lyrics like this are far too rare in Christmas songs, even hymns. We tend to accentuate the comforts of Christmas (thereby justifying our own comfort) yet ignore the holy discomfort that permeates the Christmas stories themselves. However, Luke — if we listen to him — will not allow us to tame Christmas in this way. 
—Caleb Friedeman, “Christmas according to Luke (Part III): A World Upside Down,” Seedbed, December 7, 2015, www.seedbed.com.

##

It is at once the most passionate, the wildest, one might even say the most revolutionary Advent hymn ever sung. This is not the gentle, tender, dreamy Mary whom we sometimes see in paintings. … This song has none of the sweet, nostalgic, or even playful tones of some of our Christmas carols. It is instead a hard, strong, inexorable song about the power of God and the powerlessness of humankind.
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, cited by C. Andrew Doyle in Citizen: Faithful Discipleship in a Partisan World (Church Publishing, 2020), 97.

##

I remember when I was a young boy, we used to use a magnifying glass sometimes to burn a hole through a piece of paper. In fact, as a Boy Scout growing up in the Midwest — where there was plenty of sun — many of us carried a small magnifying glass in our bag of essential gear, since it could come in handy for lighting a fire when matches were not available. … A piece of paper, left in even a bright sun all day will still not burst into flames. But in just a few seconds, the rays of the sun, focused by a magnifying glass into a tiny area, will bring terrific heat onto a small spot to the degree that it will begin to burn. …
“I will magnify the Lord,” Mary said. … Mary’s magnification of God does not increase God’s size, does not expand God’s care. Mary’s magnification works like that little magnifying glass that costs less than $5. Little, humble, limited as it is, it has the capacity to bring the greatness of the sun to bear, to magnify it, so that it can have tremendous impact where before its impact was unknown. Mary’s willingness to be the bearer of the Messiah meant that a humble, peasant girl from the backwaters of rural Palestine could serve to help make God’s magnificence known across the world. God’s desire to save, to love, to bring us into relationship was made more visible because of this humble girl.
—Rob Elder, “Magnificent!” First Presbyterian Church of Salem, Oregon, December 7, 2003.

##

We are all endlessly looking for reality, even when we try not to, or think we are not. This applies particularly, of course, to poets, artists, mystics — even, in their own way, to philosophers and scientists. Though we pursue fantasy, never more so than today, the soul’s only true sustenance is reality, which even in the most adverse circumstances it somehow finds, just as a seed falling on a rock face somehow finds the tiny crack where it can grow.
Of no poet and artist is this more true than of William Blake. Born as the Renaissance world was coming to an end, he was profoundly distrustful of the intellect as a means of finding truth, and of science as a means of exploring it. …
“I am wrapped in mortality, my flesh is a prison, my bones the bars of death. What is mortality but the things related to the body, which dies? What is immortality but the things related to the spirit, which lives eternally? What is the joy of heaven but improvement of the things of the spirit? What are the pains of hell but ignorance and bodily lust, idleness and devastation of the things of the spirit? The imagination is not a state, it is human existence itself.”
It was this spiritual reality that Blake painted in his pictures and wrote about in his poetic compositions. He had no use for any other kind of reality, to the point that he could never bear to paint from what is called life, as expressed in flesh or substance or time, but only life’ inward reality, or truth. The camera, representing the opposite principle, would have been anathema to him. In a sense he prophesied its coming and pointed to its dangers when he wrote of how “We ever must believe a lie/When we see with, not through, the eye.”
—Malcolm Muggeridge, A Third Testament (Orbis, 2004), 31-32.

##

When I was 6 years old, my brother who was two years younger than me … ventured out with 10 dollars in Monopoly money in hand, walked one block down the back alley and up half a block to the corner store. There he got a Popsicle out of the freezer, plopped down his Monopoly money and left.
Now his older brother, that’s me, met him and inquired: “Where did you get the Popsicle?”
He said: “I bought it at the store.”
“Where did you get the money?”
He dug into his pocket and showed me another crunched up Monopoly bill.
“But you can’t use that money. It’s not real,” I sputtered.
“Oh!” he said with a quizzical look. Then, taking another lick of the Popsicle, he said, “this is real.”
Years later … [I] wondered what really happened. Did the storekeeper just break into a fit of laughter and let this little 4-year-old walk out with his Popsicle? Did the storekeeper start after him and a sympathetic bystander, not wanting to see the child embarrassed, paid for it? What really happened?
Now, over 40 years later, we don’t know — we can’t find out — but my brother still remembers that the Popsicle was good, it was real.
—David Martyn, on the Ecunet computer bulletin board, 2001.

##

You know, I know this steak doesn’t exist. I know that when I put it in my mouth, the Matrix is telling my brain that it is juicy and delicious. After nine years, you know what I realize?
[Takes a bite of steak]
Ignorance is bliss.
—Cypher (played by Joe Pantoliano), in the film, The Matrix (1999).

##

COMMENTARY 
[bookmark: _Hlk76998804]Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)
In Luke, the lives of John the Baptist and Jesus are closely interwoven from the time of their conceptions to the time of Jesus’ entrance into public ministry. Luke relates in detail the angelically announced beginnings of both John and Jesus. These two parallel stories finally come together in today’s gospel text as Elizabeth and Mary, the two mothers, meet and reveal their surprising conditions to each other.
Everything about this meeting is unusual. Mary, apparently unchaperoned and alone, journeys to her kinswoman Elizabeth’s home to see for herself whether the angelic messenger’s words about Elizabeth were true.
But perhaps the most unusual thing about Mary’s journey to visit Elizabeth is that their meeting results in a remarkable dialogue. Not only is the content of this conversation astounding, but it is just as amazing that Luke uses a private discussion between two women to announce the powerful, transforming truths that the gospel speaks. In a culture where women played no public roles, and where a woman who was pregnant was viewed as both at her most powerful and at her most private, it is surprising to hear such direct and forthright proclamations coming from the mouths of two such women.
Mary speaks first. She calls a greeting to Elizabeth, and the sound of her voice frees Elizabeth in a dramatic way. She had been in “seclusion” (Luke 1:24) for five months, keeping her old-age pregnancy a secret. Since Zechariah could not speak (Luke 1:20), and Elizabeth had chosen not to speak, the great news of their unexpected conception had gone as yet undeclared.
The first words out of Elizabeth’s long-closed mouth are Spirit-driven, and they are not about her. Note that for Luke, the Holy Spirit makes its presence felt for the first time in the person of a quiet, old woman, Elizabeth. This Spirit reveals the truth about Mary’s condition to both Elizabeth and the unborn child she carries. According to Elizabeth’s testimony, what she confesses with her mouth, “Blessed are you among women,” is echoed by the yet inarticulate joy of the unborn baby who “leaped for joy” at the sound of Mary’s voice.
Elizabeth’s proclamation, while first acknowledging Mary’s surprising condition and exalted status, also liberates her from months of seclusion and silence. At last, her own pregnancy is announced and acknowledged. Both Elizabeth and Mary take on new identities at the moment of Elizabeth’s inspired pronouncement. No longer are they marked women (because of being barren or a virgin) who stand outside the most powerful traditional sphere available to women — that of fertile mother. The unique, divinely ordained purpose for their pregnancies places them into a new sphere of influence — that of the religious-political history of Israel.
Elizabeth’s final comment to Mary offers both further praise and final reassurance. The angel Gabriel announced both Mary’s Spirit-induced pregnancy and the previously barren Elizabeth’s surprising condition. But the angelic messenger had not told Mary to “go, run and check this out.” While Mary demonstrated her faith by asserting, “let it be with me according to your word,” she also demonstrated her initiative and industry by seeking out Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s “blessing” in verse 45 offers Mary the reassurance she sought in this visitation journey. The barren Elizabeth is indeed with child, and through her spiritual empowerment, declares Mary not only pregnant but “the mother of my Lord.”
Elizabeth’s proclamation and blessing inspire Mary to offer the remarkable hymn of praise commonly referred to as the “Magnificat” (based on the Latin rendering of the first word of this poem/hymn). Only Luke’s gospel records and attributes such a response from Mary — just as only Luke makes Mary an active, speaking participant in the birth narratives. There has been extensive research done on these verses from a multitude of perspectives. Besides the obvious similarities of Mary’s hymn to the Song of Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-10), scholars have noted that the whole of Mary’s “song” is a wonderful patchwork of Hebrew textual allusions and images. Among the Old Testament “songs” one can link to Luke’s hymn are hymns of praise by Moses (Exodus 15:1-18), Miriam (Exodus 15:21), Asaph (1 Chronicles 16:7-36), Deborah (Judges 5:1-31), and David (Psalms 33; 47; 136). Luke’s references are sometimes only suggestive, sometimes almost direct quotations (compare v. 47 of Mary’s Song with verse 1 of Hannah’s Song). Yet the “Magnificat” stands on its own. It is not simply a derivative work.
Various scholars, often depending upon their political preferences, have declared Mary’s hymn to be a startling example of Israel’s continued political expectations or a subversive song that empowers the powerless. While surely there are both political overtones and gender issues voiced by Mary in her hymn, it is important to note that first and foremost, the “Song of Mary” is a hymn of praise. Its poetic form and structure separate it from the narrative text that surrounds it. As Mary’s response to both Elizabeth’s blessing and the angel Gabriel’s proclamation, this hymn offers praise to God for the surprises of God’s providence.
Mary first proclaims God’s greatness and identifies God as her Savior. She then agrees with Elizabeth’s declaration that she is “blessed,” but here clarifies that this blessedness is only because God has chosen to work through her. The great deeds recounted by Mary in verses 51-53 are presented in past (aorist) tense, suggesting that grammatically, at least, they refer to God’s past redemptive acts toward Israel. But from its gospel setting, it is likely that Luke’s text also points toward the redemptive acts achieved in Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. While the sociological implications of God’s interfering, intervening, topsy-turvy preferences (to the lowly, the hungry, the poor) are clearly evident, the focus is still on praising an active, saving God — not yet on a call toward new saving activity.
The final two verses of the poem/hymn praise the accessibility of God’s mercy — first as it was experienced by Abraham, then to the nation of Israel, and now, to the descendants of Abraham forever.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)
Ask the children if any of them are visiting with anyone during Christmas. It could be a trip to see family members, a phone call to grandparents, or a video chat with friends. Have them describe who they will talk to, and then show them pictures of people you have visited on holidays in the past. Ask them to tell you why it’s good to visit with friends and relatives during Christmas vacation. Let the children know that the very first Christmas began when the angel Gabriel visited Mary and told her she was going to be the mother of Jesus. Point out that the very first thing she did was go on a trip: “Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth,” her relative (vv. 39-40). Ask the children to guess why Mary took this trip. Suggest that she didn’t want to be alone. She wanted someone to support her, and she needed someone to celebrate along with her. Emphasize that God didn’t want Mary to be alone, and he doesn’t want us to be alone either. That’s why we gather with church members to celebrate Christmas and why friends and relatives connect to support one another. Close by saying that Jesus is with us whenever two or three of us gather together, just as he was with Mary and Elizabeth in the days before the very first Christmas.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Advent
Leader: A voice in the dark, an image in a dream, a bright light in a clear sky —
People: Wonders and signs that turn our hearts toward God,
Leader: Holy mysteries that cause our hearts to sing,
People: Soul-felt grace that radiates through our lives.
Leader: Young and old alike feel the awesome presence of God and join with Mary in proclaiming the greatness of God.
People: Our hearts rejoice and our souls magnify the One who visits us again and again.

Prayers — Advent 
God of such infinite tenderness and constant faithfulness, you give us longer nights, a gentle chill and this special time of Advent. A time of waiting and hoping, of longing and dreaming.
Like Mary, we feel something stir within us …
A sense of wonder at the starlit sky,
A feeling of love for our families,
A twinge of joy as we find the gift that expresses our deepest appreciation,
A little panic as we recall all that is to be done,
A sudden stillness when we sense your divine presence.
O God, help us be attentive to the rise of hope within us, bidding us to action. Amen.

Benedictions — Advent
The Spirit of the Lord is upon us! God has anointed us to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and to comfort all who mourn. Even in this season — perhaps especially in this season — our world aches to hear the good news of God’s advent, of God’s coming among us. Share the good news, in word and deed.
And may the grace of our coming Lord, Jesus Christ, and the love of the God who sent him, and the joy of the Holy Spirit who empowers us to receive him, be with us always. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
To a Maid Engaged to Joseph
Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming
O Little Town of Bethlehem

Worship and Praise 
Behold the Lamb of God (Peterson & Story)
King of Kings (Hillsong)
Love Came Down (Bethel Music)
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
Fourth Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Micah 5:2-5a
Luke 1:46b-55 or Psalm 80:1-7
Hebrews 10:5-10
Luke 1:39-45, (46-55)
