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Sometimes words just don’t describe how we feel. To say “I love you!” can’t really carry the freight of our emotions toward the one who is our soul-mate--the true love of our life. If you are in Afghanistan and your buddy takes a bullet for you, what words can you possibly use to convey your deep gratitude to that buddy and his or her family that you are the one still alive?


And in worship words just can’t carry the deep thankfulness toward our Lord who is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6). Thank God we can sing! One reason we include as many hymns and songs in our worship services at VBC is to give all of us opportunities to thank God in ways which are too deep for words. 


And as we prepare for the birth of Jesus during these four Sundays of Advent, we will sing as much as we can. This year we will also sing with Mary that wonderful song, “The Magnificat.” Mary's song is called the "Magnificat" because that is the first word in the Bible used for centuries: the Latin Vulgate--"Magnificat anima mea Dominum--My soul magnifies the Lord.” “To magnify” means to praise God by declaring God's greatness. One hymn that echoes Mary’s song is, Then sings my soul, my Savior God to Thee; How great thou art, How great thou art! 

Here in Luke 1, 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.” They sing as a way to prepare for the birth of Jesus. 

How do you and I prepare for Jesus and for Christmas? We usually put way too much pressure on ourselves to try to have the perfect Christmas. At least one member of each family has either taken or been given the responsibility for everyone to have a “perfect Christmas.” Are you that designated person? And we come to Advent worship services and are scolded to “keep Christ in Christmas.” And the more devoted believers remind the rest of us that we are to practice such spirituality that we will completely empty ourselves so that the Christ Child can fill our lives. I’m not encouraging any of that today. 


For the meditation today, you read on the screen a quote from Gretchen Wolff Pritchard: “We are not called to wrestle out of the chaos of our lives the perfect family Christmas, or the perfect spiritual moment, or even the perfect contemplative emptiness in which to welcome the Savior. Our calling is more like Mary's: to wonder what God could possibly have in mind, and then to say "Yes" and take what comes.” 1


How was Mary able to say “Yes!” and to sing, “My soul magnifies the Lord!”? I offer three observations. First, Mary could sing because she sought out someone to confirm her own calling. After the visit by the angel Gabriel, Mary went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country near Jerusalem to see her older relative Elizabeth, who was six-months pregnant. How did Mary know that Elizabeth was pregnant? An angel told her. 


Elizabeth exclaims, “For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy” (1:44). The baby in Elizabeth’s womb is the six-month fetus who will become John the Baptizer. He moves when Mary approaches. Just a few months ago after worship the pastor who has been pregnant for most of this year (Ben, I’m not talking about Ben and Bob) told me her babies moved from the center of her stomach over to the left side. Whumpf! Pastor Jennifer said, “It was weird!” In worship Penelope and Micah jumped when they heard about Jesus. 


When Elizabeth greets Mary, the baby John jumps for joy. Thirty years later this same John the Baptizer will prepare the way for his relative Jesus of Nazareth. Elizabeth confirms everything the angel Gabriel had told Mary even though Elizabeth was not part of Mary’s encounter with the angel. Like Gabriel, Elizabeth blesses Mary for the child in her womb and names his special status. 

Mary can say sing because she knows how to go to others to confirm her call. Here are two pregnant women on the margins of society seeking each other out and spending three months together before John is born to Elizabeth and Zechariah. They needed connection and community to help them say “Yes” to the miracle happening in their lives. And so do we. 

When I first heard my call to fulfill my profession in paid church ministry, I didn’t know for a year if it was really the call of God. I listened carefully to how others responded when I told them of my spiritual experience around this calling. Each person said he or she saw me in this profession. Because of the community I could say “Yes” to this calling.


When I heard the call to marry Becky, I wondered if this was the right calling for us. Each friend I consulted said, “We have seen how the two of you are together and think you are meant for one another.” Because of the community I could say “Yes” to this calling.

When our family moved here three-and-a-half years ago, I experienced some disorientation because we had lived twelve years in North Carolina. Was our move to Vienna, Virginia, a call from God? Family members and friends who visit here and who hear me talk about Vienna Baptist Church confirm that this is where Becky and I are called to be at this time in our lives. Because of the community I can say “Yes” to this calling. Because she has a community who helps her confirm her calling, Mary can sing, My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”

Second, Mary can say sing because she knows the songs of other women. She knows the song of her namesake Miriam (“Mary” is the same name for “Miriam.”) Miriam sang of the Lord’s deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt and from the Red Sea. She knows the song of Samuel’s mother, Hannah, who prayed to the Lord and promised to give this child back to the Lord there at the worship house in Shiloh. Mary can sing because knows these songs of her people’s history.

I love to sing in worship, and music is an essential expression for our worship, especially during Advent and Christmas. I love to sing the hymns of Francis of Assisi, Bernard of Clairvaux, Martin Luther and Brian Wren. I love to sing the hymns I learned as a child. I love to sing classical works which were first sung in church. I love to sing choruses and songs like we sang today: “The Trees of the Field” and “King of Kings.” Singing in worship helps me proclaim my faith as well as learn my faith. Mary can sing a song of faith because she knows the hymns and songs of faith from the generations of women [and men] who preceded her. Because of the hymns and songs of her history, she can sing, [The Lord’s] mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. (1:50). 

Third, Mary can sing because she realizes it’s not really about her; for it’s about the Lord and what the Lord is doing. She sings, 
 for [the Lord] 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. (1:48-49).


Mary knows she is not bringing salvation to the world. She is not a perfect person with a perfect faith. She is not responsible for making her baby the Messiah and Savior of the world. That’s the Lord’s work, not Mary’s. She is not called to provide the perfect spiritual moment, the perfect family Christmas, or the perfect empty space for God to fill. Mary is willing to let it be and to let the Lord do the mighty work through her. 

I don’t know what the Lord has in store for you this Advent season. I imagine you are worried about the economy and your job, or concerned about a family member, or harried because of all the activities on your “to-do” list in the month of December. 


Perhaps we can pause today and sing with Mary as we prepare for the Good News about the birth of Jesus. We can listen to the community for an affirmation of our calling; we can sing hymns and songs which connect us to the voices of our past; and we can look to the Lord to do a mighty work through us. My prayer here at Vienna Baptist Church this Advent is that each of us will sing with Mary: “Magnificat anima mea Dominum--My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”
HYMN: Come, You People of the Promise
1 Gretchen Wolff Pritchard, Expecting, The Christian Century, December 8, 1993, p. 1235
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