
MARY'S SONG:  WE SHALL OVERCOME
Luke 1:46-55
MAGNIFYING THE LORD

We still hear echoes of Mary’s song. Mary sings: My soul magnifies the Lord. "To magnify" means to praise God by declaring God's greatness. Mary's Song is traditionally called the "Magnificat" because "Magnificat" is the first word of verse 46 in the Latin version of the Bible that was used for centuries: "Magnificat anima mea Dominum--My soul magnifies the Lord." Our song that echoes Mary’s song is, Then sings my soul, my Savior God to Thee; How great thou art, How great thou art! 


When words cannot express the depth of our praise and thanksgiving, we try to sing. When Mary and Elizabeth meet and realize that each is pregnant with a special child, they thank God by singing. Elizabeth sings to Mary, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb (1:42). Mary sings, "Magnificat anima mea Dominum--My soul magnifies the Lord." 

The Singer Jesus learned this song on Mary’s knee. It shaped his ministry.  I don’t know for sure but perhaps it was Isaac Stern who said, “The first music we experience is rhythm as we are in the womb and feel the regular beating of our mother’s heart. “ Jesus the singer grew in Mary’s womb and first experienced the rhythm of a heart magnifying the Lord. 

What song did Jesus hear from Mother Mary’s heart? Notice two movements in Mary's song. In verses 46-50 she is amazed that she is the one who has received such a blessing from God. The words my soul and my spirit are simply poetic ways of saying "I": "I declare the greatness of the Lord and I rejoice in God my Savior.” She is singing a song of praise to a God who blesses her in spite of the very real truth that she is of low social status. According to the powers of the world, she is a nobody, but God names her a somebody. God has turned things upside down for Mary. She sings because she hears an angel tell her that she is a somebody!


And this leads to the second movement of the song in verses 51-55. Mary's song moves from the remarkable act of God's blessing one person--Mary--to the remarkable act of the Divine’s blessing all the oppressed, poor, and hungry of the world.  This God is known as the one who turns things upside down in our world. In the Lord’s reversal, the powerful and rich will exchange places with the powerless and poor.  


Notice that the seven verbs in verses 51-55 are not in the future tense, but in the past tense--

"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.

He has helped his servant Israel . . . .”

This expression of hope is given in the past tense, for Mary sings as though what shall be is already true.


How does Mary sing with such confidence of who God will be and what God will do in the future? She can sing because she has a good memory. Mary remembers Miriam, her namesake. (“Mary” in the Greek text of Luke is actually  “Miriam.”) Do you remember Miriam, the sister of Moses? On the other side of the parted and then unparted Red Sea, Miriam takes a tambourine and dances and sings to the Lord who has triumphed gloriously because they have been freed from slavery in a foreign land: free at last, free at last, thank God almighty, we’re free at last! (Exodus 15:20-21). 


Mary sings because she remembers Sarah the mother of Isaac, Rachel the mother of Joseph and Hannah the mother of Samuel. She remembers the song of her foremother Miriam: Great is Thy Faithfulness O God my Father!  And Mary knows that the Lord’s faithfulness to Divine promises in the past is the guarantee for the Lord's faithfulness to Divine promises for the future. She sings about the present in the language of the past as an act of trust in the future.


So Jesus the Singer learns a song on his mother’s knee. It is a song of two stanzas that forms the core of his ministry: Each person is a somebody; and God is faithful to Divine promises and is now acting to change our world. It’s the rhythm that Jesus the Singer learns from Mother Mary’s beating heart.  

MAGNIFYING THE LOAD

Mary and Jesus have this song: "My soul magnifies the Lord!" As often happens when we print something for others to see, we sometimes put a typographical mistake in the bulletin for those who need something to do during worship time. Well, one year, at the last minute, I caught a mistake in my sermon title for these verses of scripture. Instead of printing "My Soul Magnifies the Lord," the bulletin read, "My Soul Magnifies the Load!"

I almost left it in that way. Isn't that the way we often deal with all that is going on during these days of preparation before Christmas Day? Since the word "magnifies" can be translated, "declares the greatness,” our song today could easily be, "My soul declares the greatness of the Load!"


If we think that our world is determined, that the future is closed, that life will always be exactly like it is right now, then we might as well sing, "My soul magnifies the Load!" But, if we hold to the hope that the future is open, that our world still has the possibilities for new beginnings, that "Nothing will be impossible with God," then we can sing with Mary, "Magnificat anima mea Dominum: My soul magnifies the Lord!" It’s your choice what your soul magnifies this Christmas-the Load or the Lord!

Do we have to wait until everything is just right before we sing with Mary? Do we have to straighten out our lives and become acceptable before we can sing? Do we have to get rid of some of our load and change our situation before we can sing? No, we can sing because Advent is God's work, not ours. All of the time that we thought we were seeking for God, God was seeking for us. And Jesus is his name. 


Mary sings about a world turned upside down; for such a song changes everything. Even in the midst of evidence to the contrary, Mary sings a song of God's victory. Rome is still in charge, Caesar Augustus is still on the throne, the census is coming up and she has too little money for travel. Even knowing all that, Mary sings. 



You may think Mary naive to sing such a revolutionary song when little around her is changing. But Mary's song will not wait until Caesar is overthrown. For Mary, it is enough to know that she--and not the emperor's wife--has been chosen and blessed with a Savior-child. Even if everything has not changed, she has changed because now she can sing. At least she can sing! 


And her song has been sung by those hoping for new beginnings ever since. Centuries later, slaves in America heard Mary's song and refused to believe any longer that God had ordained their masters to rule over them forever. It was not the way things were supposed to be, according to Mary's song. They began to sing, "Oh, Mary, don't you weep, Mary don't you mourn," long before the abolition of slavery. They sang, in spite of the evidence, believing in their hearts that Divine Graciousness was bringing in a new day. 


And in our day we have heard echoes of Mary's song. During the sixties a report came back from the South: "The blacks in the South are having a hard time because the police, the government, the businesses, and the white churches are all against integration. But the blacks are going to win their civil rights."


A friend said, "Now wait a minute. You say that the police, the government, the businesses, and even the white churches are against integration; yet you say that the blacks will receive civil rights? How?"


"You see," the reporter said, "they have this song."


It's Mary's song. Will you sing it with me?


We shall overcome, We shall overcome, We shall overcome someday

Deep in my heart, I do believe, We shall overcome someday. 
You see, we have this song from the heart of Mary. It’s Mary’s song.
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ONE ANGEL SHORT
Luke 2:1-20

When we were in Raleigh, North Carolina, my wife, Becky, was the director of North Raleigh United Methodist Church’s Preschool. Last year they had a Christmas pageant where four-and-five-year-old wise men played their part well by imagining they were riding camels. They raised and lowered their shoulders and sang: “Hrrump! Hrrump! Hrrump! Hrrump! Hrrump!” Becky tells me that during the rehearsal one day, she looked down and realized she forgot to send in the angels. There in a Christian Church was a manger scene without angels! Imagine that!


Well, if you read Luke’s story of the birth of Jesus, you won’t find any angels at the Bethlehem manger, either. A number of traditions have been added to the original story and we place these extras into our story from Luke. Where is the noncaring innkeeper who says, "No room in the inn!"? He's not here in Luke. It’s hard to resist the temptation to run next door to Matthew and borrow his royal visitors with their gold, frankincense, and myrrh and place them around the manger. We want to position a star over the stable, to place a soft light in the manger straw, and to fill the air around the stable with angels, as we did last Sunday night for our Living Nativity. 


It's very busy out in the field where the shepherds are, but around the stable it is quiet and dark with only the rumor of angels. Around the manger we find only Mary and Joseph--two persons all alone and far away from home, without doctor or nurse or friend. The straw on the floor is still wet from birth water and blood. Mary's stomach is stretched and flabby where the baby used to be. We wish for Mary one angel on the night Jesus is born, just for her reassurance. But we are not told of any angels at the barn that night. Fred Craddock tells us that "Faith is usually one angel short." Faith is usually one angel short.


In the tough times of life (such as birthing a baby in a cattle stall) we pray for the song of an angel to assure us that we are on the right path and that we are loved by God. If you are like I am, you don’t have a clear word from an angel on Christmas Eve. My faith journey is one angel short. I imagine your faith journey is too. 


Perhaps you are worried about your job, or your parent, or your child, or your spouse. Perhaps tonight you are concerned about a biopsy, scheduled surgery, test or treatment. Perhaps tonight, as you sing these carols, you miss that person who used to be here with you singing songs and lighting candles. Perhaps you, like Mary and Joseph, are a long way from home. You and I, like Mary and Joseph, come to the stable looking for God in a world where only the absence of God seems evident. In our faith, we, like Mary and Joseph’s, are one angel short.


This is my first Christmas Eve as your pastor and I am honored to be here tonight. In these first six months I have become aware of the pain Vienna Baptist Church has experienced in recent years. We as a church have struggled and my guess is that you have sometimes felt one angel short. Where was the angel’s word of comfort and hope during these recent struggles of our church. Where was the angel?


Oh, the shepherds tell Mary and Joseph about the angel and about the heavenly choir of God's army, and Mary treasures all these words and ponders them in her heart. And she has talked to an angel nine months earlier. But for her there is no angel tonight. Mary, like most of us here tonight, relies only on her memory as she hopes and trusts in the rumor of angels. 


Peter Berger, in his book, A Rumor of Angels (1969, pp. 94-95) tells of the time when someone asked a priest working in a slum section of a European city, “Why are you doing this?” He replied, "So that the rumor of God may not disappear completely." 


Today we are, whether we like it or not, in a world in which the reality of God and of angels has been reduced to a rumor. Mary and Joseph hear no angels on this night, and perhaps you don’t either. Even when faith is one angel short, however, we come to sing the song rumored to be proclaimed by angels: “To you is born this day in the City of David a Savior who is Christ the Lord.”
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Bonheoffer: "In the child of Bethlehem, the life of the world that is to come has come into the life of the world that is."
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