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SUMMARY
Is our God too small? Perhaps we should follow Mary’s example and magnify the Lord.

AT A GLANCE
The word “magnify” has meant different things over the years. Today it means to “make bigger,” but it also meant to “laud or praise” in Elizabethan English. What might we learn if we use some of these different definitions to interpret Mary’s Song?

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Total Reclamation,” December 15, 2013. 

In the opening stanzas of the Canticle of Mary (or Mary’s Song), which we call “The Magnificat,” Mary says that her “soul magnifies the Lord.” Magnificat anima mea Dominum. Dictionary.com offers five meanings for the word “magnify.” The first and primary meaning of the word is to enlarge or increase the apparent size of an object by using a lens of some kind. 
You have to wonder how a soul can magnify anything, according to this meaning of the word.
Think back to high school and college when you might have looked through the lens of a microscope for the last time. You peered into a mere drop of water and saw amoebas and paramecia floating around and crashing into each other like bumper cars at an amusement park. Or perhaps absorbing one another. 
But there are more practical applications for “enlarging or increasing the apparent size of an object by using a lens.” We use a magnifying glass, a la Sherlock Holmes, to read the small print of a book or magazine. We might resort to reading glasses to make small print larger. Some versions of the Oxford Dictionary of the English Language include a magnifying glass with which to the read the entries.
But the word magnify has nuances as reflected in its other meanings: “to make more exciting; intensify; dramatize; heighten.” Then, one discovers yet another meaning: “to extol; praise.” This meaning is “archaic,” as in Elizabethan. This meaning is more than 500 years old, and no longer in use in everyday speech. We don’t say, “My soul magnifies my dear friend Jessica! She has done great and mighty things, helping me, her low and humble servant,” and so on. It might be a good thing if we returned to a culture of politeness and civility, but if and when we do, we probably won’t be saying anything about our souls magnifying anything.
But this final, archaic and Elizabethan sense of the word is in play in verse 46b. Mary extols. She lauds and rejoices in God her savior.
Could we make a case that Advent is a time when we should return to its primary denotative meaning and “enlarge” our understanding of the Incarnation? Is some “Advent magnification” necessary to “intensify” and “dramatize” the meaning of the birth of Christ? 
During this season, the love of God is writ large in a manger scene in Bethlehem. We “magnify” the Lord because, in our worship and adoration of him, we offer a view of Christ to the world that the world might otherwise miss altogether — especially in the context of the post-Christian, Christ-less Christmas our secular culture observes. 
How might we magnify the Lord in the sense of enlarging Christ during this Advent season? To do so, we turn to biblical history, we recall the life of Jesus, we lift up the majesty of God, and we recommit to following the Lord Mary magnifies. Let’s get out the magnifying glass and take a look.

Hannah and Mary
The songs of Mary and Hannah have often been compared, even though the two women, one of the New Testament and the other of the Old Testament, were quite different in some respects and similar in others.
· Hannah was married; Mary was not.
· Hannah was desperate for a child; Mary, for obvious reasons, was not.
· Hannah was relatively old; Mary was a teenager.
· Hannah was the object of gossip for being barren; Mary was a target of gossip for getting pregnant.
· Hannah not only wanted a child, she wanted a son; Mary wasn’t looking to have a child but was told she’d have one anyway — a son.
· Hannah was persistent in prayer for a child; Mary wasn’t looking to have a child.
· Hannah wanted a son who would bring salvation to her country, a nation in serious decline; Mary learned that her son would “be called Son of God” (v. 35).
· Both mothers took their sons to the temple.
A childless couple or childless single woman are seldom topics of idle gossip today, but Hannah’s life 3,000 years ago as a barren woman was not good. Her status depended upon her ability to bear children, especially sons. A woman with a brood of children was a blessed woman. By that measure, the mother of King David must have been highly honored in Judah, because she gave her husband Jesse eight sons, the youngest of whom became Israel’s greatest monarch. Ironically, there’s no mention of her name.
Likewise, Mary’s situation was not so awesome. Think about it. Mary was feeling blessed. If she’d hash-tagged this song, she’d have used #feelingblessed, #blessed, #happyinthelord, #goingtohaveababy #mybabyismessiah. This is odd, because Gabriel’s message by rights should not make her #luckiestgirlintheworld. A girl who gets pregnant by an unknown male acquaintance and without benefit of marriage faced a dreary future. But instead, Mary seems happier than a contestant on “The Price Is Right.” “My soul magnifies the Lord,” she sings.
The songs of these two women are similar, one being an echo of the other, an alto-soprano duet separated by a good millennium. The first woman sings, “My heart exults in the Lord” (1 Samuel 2:1). The contrapuntal voice responds: “My soul magnifies the Lord.” And so it continues: 
“There is no Holy One like the Lord, no one besides you” (1 Samuel 2:2).
“For the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name” (Luke 1:49).
“The bows of the mighty are broken” (1 Samuel 2:4).
“He has brought down the powerful from their thrones” (Luke 1:52).
“Talk no more so very proudly, let not arrogance come from your mouth” (1 Samuel 2:3).
“He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts” (Luke 1:51).
“Those who were hungry are fat with spoil” (1 Samuel 2:5b).
“He has filled the hungry with good things” (Luke 1:53).
Hannah, like her foremothers Sarah, Rebekah (Genesis 25:21) and Rachel before her, was childless — until she wasn’t. Her years of despair came to an end. Her song seems somewhat more strident in tone and language than does the aria of the younger girl, Mary. The singer of our text did not bear the same burden as did her sister Hannah of old, and the Magnificat reflects this in frequent references to God’s mercy and promises. Hannah’s Song looks back to face her enemies as though to laugh in their faces, like she’s giving them the finger — to put it bluntly. Mary’s Song anticipates the salvation of “those who fear him from generation to generation” (v. 50).
The song of both women employs both modern and archaic uses of the word magnify, in that they both praise the Lord and “enlarge” our understanding of the Lord they extol.

Magnify by Examination
The focus on Hannah and Mary is instructive, but it is not the only way our souls can magnify the Lord. We might also drill down on the life of Mary’s son, Jesus, and embrace, share, join and sign up for the causes that Jesus championed. 
What were those causes? The list is long:
· He urged repentance of sin.
· He required his followers to be servants.
· He was hard on the rich.
· He was high on the poor.
· He was on the side of the unfortunates.
· He had little time for pompous religious types.
· He believed that prayer was vital.
In short, Jesus’ mission was nothing short of the total salvation of the cosmos. It was a mission fraught with peril and one that succeeded only because Jesus acted counter-intuitively every step of the way. He shunned the rich instead of currying favor. He embraced the poor and needy instead of sending them away. He didn’t own property and had no home to call his own. He was humble to a fault and preferred to serve rather than be served. Everything that the modern CEO is, he wasn’t. Everything the typical American wants and hopes to achieve, he didn’t want or hope to achieve. He was the anti-us, the proto human who embraced the mission for which he was sent by the Father with unerring tenacity.
This is the son Mary grew in her womb. This is the child she raised. This is the God-man she mourned. 
By taking a magnifying peek into the work of her son, we extol the God who sent him, the woman who gave human life to him and the person of Christ himself. 

Magnify Through Praise
The Magnificat is essentially a praise and worship song. It was set to music quickly in the early church, especially in the Gregorian chants; and some 1,500 years later, give or take, by classic composers such as Bach, Pachelbel, Vivaldi, Salieri, Mozart, Schubert, Liszt, Mendelssohn, Gounod, Franck, Tchaikovsky, and Rachmaninoff; and in the modern era by Ralph Vaughan Williams, John Rutter, Marty Haugen, et al.
That there is such a strong musical tradition speaks to the timeless power of the lyrics. Mary praises God for his mercy, for throwing tyrants off the thrones and for humbling the proud. She places herself as one of the lowly servants who have found favor in the eyes of the Lord. She is astonished at the divine attention to her, a lowly maiden, and that God “has lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (vv. 52-53). 
The fervor with which she praises God puts us to shame and reminds us to pay attention to the word when we join our collective voices in congregational singing, and listen to chorale music or instrumentalists playing the guitar, drums, strings, percussion or organ. 
The God of Israel was the subject of Mary’s Song, and she offers God rapturous praise — as should we.

Magnify by Modifying Our Lifestyle
We might begin by rejecting a quid pro quo understanding of the Christian life. Sadly, too many people will not agree to sign up for anything unless there’s something in it for them. Sure, I will follow Jesus, but what do I get in return?
You get a cross.
Mary did not have this attitude. Even when the angel Gabriel announces that he is placing Mary in an impossible position, Mary humbly responds by saying, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (v. 38). We follow Jesus because he is Lord and Savior at whose feet the earth trembles.
We might also magnify the Lord this Advent season by remembering that personal happiness is not the sine non qua of the Christian life. Jesus died on the cross for our sins, not to guarantee a life of happiness.
Another way to magnify the Lord emerges from a paucity of choices. The argument is weak, but let’s consider it. We magnify the Lord by recommitting our life to following Jesus because — let’s face it — who else is worthy of such devotion? We cannot fall in love with our political leaders, pop stars and movie stars. This is a greater certainty than death or taxes. There is no human being as worthy of our followership than Jesus Christ, born in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago. No one. 
We’re in the same boat as the original disciples, who were asked by Jesus, “Do you also wish to go away?” Speaking for the group as usual, Simon Peter said, “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life” (vv. John 6:67-68).
It’s not as though we’re suggesting discipleship as a mission of last resort. Still, Peter’s question is valid. “Lord, to whom can we go?” If not you, Jesus, who? 
“Magnify” has many different meanings. Choose one or all of them. Extol or enlarge. It doesn’t matter.
Jesus, born in a cradle, died on a cross, and destined for a crown, is worthy of all. He is deserving of Advent magnification.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 35:1-10 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Blessing of Advent: Going home! In another Isaianic text referenced by G.F. Handel in his famous oratorio, the prophet announces a veritable treasure trove of blessings that await the people of God when the journey home begins. Talk about Christmas presents! Consider these gifts: The wilderness is “glad.” The crocus blooms. Weak hands are strengthened, and feeble knees are firm. The blind see, and the deaf hear. The lame leap, and the mute speak. Streams break forth in the desert, and wild beasts disappear. A new freeway is built with good signage. Everyone is happy. “Sorrow and sighing shall flee away” (v. 10). We are not in this kingdom yet. We’re not home yet. Our knees are still feeble, our hearts still quake, and the jackals still run roughshod over the weak. But we work to change this, because we know a new day is coming. Bethlehem is the sign and assurance that the kingdom is near!
What Does the Text Say?
Ironically, one of the oldest extended descriptions of the power of Israel’s God to restore creation is the seemingly destructive metaphor of God the Divine Warrior. One of the best preserved and fullest expressions of this metaphor can be seen in Isaiah, chapters 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), but 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 (particularly the lion, which is often symbolic of Israel’s enemies) no longer dominate the landscape. 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.

James 5:7-10 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Three Important Things. James is not short on advice. His little letter to Christians scattered across Asia Minor and the then-known world is full of it. Here, in these four short verses, which form part of the epistle’s conclusion, he offers some quick suggestions to help Christians as they wait for the Lord’s return and prepare for hard times ahead. First, “Wait for it,” he says. “Wait for it” is a buzz-phrase that pops up frequently and has for several years. It is used to keep us from jumping to a hasty conclusion. When we think we have the answer, or know what is about to happen, we’re told to “wait for it.” Second, “Brace for impact” or “Fasten your seat belts.” James says, “Strengthen your hearts.” He’s saying that his readers need to get ready for some courage and bravery. Turbulence is coming. Third, “Don’t get on someone else’s case.” Leave your friends alone. Both you and they have enough to worry about.
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. The text 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, and 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 the personal cost may be. Verse 9, while basically an unrelated independent saying, is relevant to verses 7-8, nonetheless. The writer warns that improper behavior should be avoided now that a time of judgment is near, even “at the doors.” No one escapes this moment of judgment. And since complaining against others’ behavior does nothing to improve one’s own status, it is a worthless activity. Verse 10 returns to 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.

Matthew 11:2-11 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Are We for Real? Imagine if word got around that because of our church’s ministry, the “blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” Would our church be thriving and busy beyond belief? John the Baptist needs a few words of encouragement. Jesus gives him an answer. What about us? Are we for real? Are we the real deal? Is God moving among us? Jesus judged his own ministry not by how many disciples he had, or whether he had enough money for dinner, but by whether the needy had been exalted, and whether the good news had been proclaimed. What standards of measurement are we using when we evaluate whether we are “for real”?
What Does the Text Say?
According to all three synoptic gospels, John was imprisoned because of his criticism of Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great. From the complicated family history of the Herods, the NT records that John had rebuked Herod for marrying (or desiring to marry) Herodias, the half-niece of Herod and, according to Jewish law, such a union was prohibited. John’s repeated reminders of this fact resulted in his imprisonment and eventual execution. That John was surrounded by a circle of disciples was neither remarkable nor unknown to the gospel writers, and John’s lifestyle, including his disciples, may have been the model for Jesus’ own ministry later. Jesus’ fame as a healer and teacher had clearly begun to attract attention beyond the immediate environs of his native Galilee. The wonders listed in Jesus’ response — “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them” (v. 5) — are taken largely from various passages in Isaiah, where such signs are evidence of the Lord’s redemptive presence among his people. By deflecting the questions of John’s disciples about Jesus’ identity, and by undermining the people’s expectations about John’s identity, Jesus can focus his hearers’ attention on the kingdom of heaven, the common point of reference for both Jesus and John and the substance of both their teaching and their ways of life — in short, the source of their identities.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

To me, Mary embodies an idea in the Eastern Orthodox tradition: “bright sadness.” This phrase names how gladness and grief are never easily disentangled, how we taste both longing and delight, simultaneously, in every moment of our lives.
The Catholic theologian Aidan Nichols argues that the typical translation in Catholic Bibles of the angel’s greeting to Mary, “Hail, full of grace” (the inspiration of both the famous “Hail Mary” prayer and its namesake football pass), is better translated “rejoice” or “rejoice greatly” because this word typically “refers to the joy of the people.” The first word, then, that the angel speaks to Mary is an explicit call to joy.
And what is Mary’s response to this celestial call? She is “disturbed” or “greatly troubled.” She’s told to rejoice but she trembles in fear. Soon enough, she responds to the angel, “Let it be to me according to your word.” Soon enough, she will be rejoicing. Soon enough, she’ll be singing her famous Magnificat, which begins, “My soul magnifies the Lord. …”
But first, she is troubled. She sits in tension — a tension we all sit in when God is at work, but pain is at hand. …
We find in Mary’s story that joy and pain constantly intertwine. Her heart is full of all kinds of unimaginable memories treasured up and her soul waits to be pierced. Her life story witnesses to the profound vulnerability of mothers in a world where deep love does not give us the ability to protect our children from all violence or pain.
Mary was called by God, and her life reminds me that the vocations that God calls us to inevitably involve both joy and pain.
—Tish Harrison Warren, “What Mary Can Teach Us About the Joy and Pain of Life,” The New York Times, December 12, 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/12/opinion/what-mary-can-teach-us-about-the-joy-and-pain-of-life.html.
Retrieved June 24, 2022.

##

What comes to mind when you hear the word, “magnificent”?
Something that’s magnificent is big, grand, gilt-edged, top-of-the-heap.
Downton Abbey is magnificent. You approach that elegant stone house down a long driveway overhung by shade trees. Pull up in front of this country house — a palace, really — and a white-tie-and-tails footman steps out to greet you.
Your suitcase is spirited away to your bedroom upstairs. You don’t even have to unpack it. Your clothes appear in the dresser drawers, pressed and folded as if by magic.
Dinner is white-tie and ball gowns. The ladies wear tiaras: can you imagine? Tiaras! Each gilt-edged plate is flanked by more varieties of sterling-silver utensils than you ever knew existed. As for the plate before you, it’s not even the plate you eat from. It’s a plate to hold the plate!
After dinner, glasses of port in the drawing-room. As you trudge wearily upstairs, the stern visages of ancestors gaze down from their gold-framed portraits on the walls. That’s magnificence!
Do you know what’s not magnificent? The servants in that grand house. The teenage girl who grew up in the village and now lives in a tiny attic room. Her job is to wake up at the crack of dawn, pull on her gray charwoman’s uniform and white apron and sweep out the cold ashes from several dozen fireplaces.
Is there anything about her life that’s magnificent, anything at all?
There was nothing magnificent about the teenage girl who sang the song we call Magnificat. “My soul magnifies the Lord.” She was more like the girl who sweeps out the fireplaces. What gives her the idea she can magnify anything: that her humble life will produce anything the least bit magnificent?
And yet …

##

Nadia Bolz-Weber quotes a simple three-line poem by a pastor friend of hers. It’s called, simply, “Virgin”:
It seems everyone wants at least 3-5 years’ experience.
Except God, that is.
He looks for the one willing to try something new.
The word “virgin” sounds oddly archaic to many today, but it captures this courageous young woman’s refusal to be confined by society’s expectations of her gender and social class, her openness to something new.
Imagining she could somehow sit Mary down and interview her, Bolz-Weber asks the mother of God about her use of the word “blessed” … as in “from now on all generations will call me blessed” (Luke 1:48):
“So, Mary, is that what being blessed looks like? We usually use that word a bit differently. Like, you’re so blessed to have that new boat. So, how exactly are you using that word? Did you feel blessed as your unwed belly grew under the gaze of disapproving others? Did you feel blessed when laboring amongst sheep and straw? Mary, common and favored and from a nothing town … did you feel blessed when your heart dropped realizing you left your 12-year-old in Jerusalem? At his arrest, did you feel blessed seeing rope dig into the wrists of both God-made flesh and the flesh of your flesh? Did you feel blessed when they lifted him up? No one else was his mother. Just you. Blessed are you among women. Common and favored. And blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus. God and Man. Maybe this is why Martin Luther said, ‘We hail Mary, Queen of Heaven, because in her we come to know that ours is the God who comes nearest to us in our brokenness.’”
—Nadia Bolz-Weber, “Some Questions for Mary; an Advent Sermon,” Patheos.com, December 24, 2014.
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2014/12/some-questions-for-mary-an-advent-sermon/.
Retrieved June 24, 2022.

##

But instead of seeing the ways that society is set up that undermine brown mothers’ abilities, the dominant culture makes character judgments. These dynamics come to life in Celeste Ng’s novel Little Fires Everywhere. Elena Richardson, a white woman raised in a picture-perfect suburban community, believes she would never have gotten herself in the position of Bebe Chow, a Chinese immigrant and single mother who leaves her baby at a fire station when she is unable to feed her. When Chow later seeks to regain custody of her child, a white male judge deems Chow to be an unfit mother.
If Mary lived in our time, her mothering credentials would also surely be questioned. She gets knocked up before marrying Joseph and claims it was the Holy Spirit. She’s poor. She’s not well-connected and can’t get into a legitimate inn in Bethlehem. Why did she not plan for the census but procrastinate until her due date? Mary doesn’t appear at all responsible or ready for motherhood.
Listening to Chow keening over the loss of her child in Hulu’s adaptation of Ng’s novel, I hear the cries of so many other displaced brown mothers whose ability to do what is in their bones to do is questioned, whose visceral connection to their own children has been rendered tenuous under the imperial, colonial gaze.
There’s the slave woman, whose child was a commodity to be sold, whose worth was measured in terms of potential income for the slaveholder. The Native American woman, whose children were seen as blank slates for evangelization and Americanization and shipped to boarding schools. The undocumented women who clean the toilets for the men who decide whether they can stay in the same country with their children or not. It’s not always white men, of course. White women, Latino men, Asian women, all people can see through the lens of the imperial gaze, can assess human worth according to what benefits the empire.
—Liuan Huska, “Mary and Other Displaced Brown Mothers,” Sojourners, December 7, 2020.
https://sojo.net/articles/mary-and-other-displaced-brown-mothers-Advent.
Retrieved June 24, 2022.
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Advent Poem: St. John of the Cross
If you want, the Virgin will come walking down the road
pregnant with the Holy and say,
“I need shelter for the night.
Please take me inside your heart, my time is so close.”
Then, under the roof of your soul,
you will witness the sublime intimacy,
the divine, the Christ, taking birth forever,
as she grasps your hand for help,
for each of us is the midwife of God, each of us.
Yes, there, under the dome of your being,
does creation come into existence eternally,
through your womb, dear pilgrim,
the sacred womb of your soul,
as God grasps our arms for help:
for each of us is His beloved servant never far.
If you want, the virgin will come walking down the street,
pregnant with Light, and sing!

##

In the field of public relations, one of the biggest favors a PR firm can do for a client is to talk a journalist into generating a “puff piece.”
What’s a puff piece? It’s a news article about a celebrity that’s excessively complimentary. Dripping with treacly praise, without the slightest hint of criticism, a puff piece in a national newspaper or TV broadcast is a PR director’s fondest hope.
Imagine the PR person hunched over a bicycle pump, the hose from said pump inserted into the celebrity’s mouth. The harder the PR person pumps, the more the celebrity comes to resemble a balloon from the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade — larger than life and floating blissfully above the hoi polloi.
God doesn’t need a PR person, of course — generations of inspired believers, from Mary onward, have done all they could to tell the story, enlarging the Almighty in the estimation of others.
It’s what we’re all called to do as disciples: to magnify the Lord, in word and deed.

##

Excerpt from “Called to Say Yes,” by Edwina Gateley
We are called to say yes.
That the kingdom might break through
To renew and to transform
Our dark and groping world.
We stutter and we stammer
To the lone God who calls
And pleads a New Jerusalem
In the bloodied Sinai Straights.
We are called to say yes
That honeysuckle may twine
And twist its smelling leaves
Over the graves of nuclear arms.
We are called to say yes
That children might play
On the soil of Vietnam where the tanks
Belched blood and death.
We are called to say yes
That black may sing with white
And pledge peace and healing
For the hatred of the past. …
We are called to say yes
That the whisper of our God
Might be heard through our sirens
And the screams of our bombs. …
We are called to say yes
To this God who reaches out
And asks us to share
His crazy dream of love.
—Edwina Gateley, There Was No Path, So I Trod One: Poems by Edwina Gateley (Source Books, 1996).

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 1:46b-55
Mary offered her hymn of praise, the Magnificat, while she was visiting her cousin Elizabeth (Luke 1:39-45). 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” (Luke 1:41a). Then, sometime during the visit, “Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit” and blessed Mary as “the mother of my Lord” (Luke 1:41b, 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 Old Testament 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” (v. 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; Luke 1:32).
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” (Luke 1:42, 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 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, “[H]e 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., Luke 1:25, 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], 330-366.)

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 1:46b-55
Ask the children to lean over so they can look at things upside-down for a few seconds. Have them describe what they see and imagine living in an upside-down world. Would it be fun? Would it be difficult? (There will be much laughter as these questions are asked and answered.) Tell the children about Mary’s song called The Magnificat. In it, Mary praises God for turning the world upside-down through the coming of her Son Jesus. She sings that God has looked with favor on her, a girl whom no one has ever noticed; God has brought down the powerful and lifted up the lowly; God has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty. Ask the children what it’s like to live in God’s upside-down world. Is it fun? Is it difficult? Let them know that God’s world is always challenging because it means that we must care for people who are weak and hungry — people that the strong and the rich often ignore.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: Walking toward Bethlehem,
All: Listening every step of the way
One: For the sound of our name,
All: For the announcement that we have found favor with God.
One: Walking toward Bethlehem,
All: Watching every step of the way
One: For a new star in the sky,
All: For guidance in our daily lives.
One: Walking toward Bethlehem,
All: Sensing we are not alone.
One: Angels are all around us.
All: The prayers of saints surround us.
One: Walking toward Bethlehem,
All: Hoping we shall find a baby in a manger:
One: A simple sign that God loves us still
All: And reason enough to sing God’s praise.

Prayers — Advent
Eternal God: In this holy season, when we celebrate the intuition of prophets who foresaw and foretold the coming of your Son, we thank you for your Word. We thank you for the men and women who, called and enabled by you, did the deeds that became the substance of your Word. We praise you for those among them who, inspired by your Spirit, wrote and preserved your Word for us. We glorify you for the wisdom of those who, with your help, determined the exact scope of your Word: the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. We praise you for scholars like Saint Jerome, John Wycliffe, Martin Luther and many others who translated your Word, until it now exists in every language and dialect on earth.
We thank you also for many witnesses, both known and unknown, who fought and sometimes died for responsible freedom in interpreting your Word. Above all, we glorify you for him who never wrote a word but spent himself in loving deeds, because he was your Deed for us, your Word made flesh for our redemption. In chorus with all the saints in heaven and all our fellow Christians on earth, we magnify his gracious name. Amen.

Benedictions — Advent
Look, the young woman is with child. She shall bear a son and shall name him Immanuel — God with us. Nothing can separate us from the love of the Lord, who comes to us in human form and who promises to be with us always.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come Thou Long Expected Jesus
My Soul Gives Glory to My God
People, Look East
Worship and Praise* 
You Are Holy (Smith)
My Soul Magnifies the Lord (Tomlin)
Here I Am to Worship (Hughes)
*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
Psalm 146:5-10 or Luke 1:46b-55
James 5:7-10
Matthew 11:2-11
