
CHANGE IS COMING
Luke 1:51-55; 3:1-6
Malachi 3:1-4
[image: image1.png]



Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

December 6, 2009

Second Sunday of Advent


Earlier this year former President George W. Bush was walking his dog Barney in their quiet cul-de-sac in North Dallas. As he was holding a plastic bag in the ready position behind Barney, Bush thought, “My how my life has changed! For eight years I was dodging this stuff and now I’m picking it up.” My, how his life has changed!


Change. We say we are for it but we really don’t like change. I don’t like change unless I am the one proposing the change. Cardinal John Henry Newman once said, “We do no like to be new-made; we are afraid of it . . . . As much as we prefer in general terms to wish to be changed, when it comes to the point, when particular instances of change are presented to us, we shrink from them, and are content to remain unchanged.”1 

Our Bible tells us that change is coming, however. Malachi warns us that when the Lord’s messenger comes, he will be like a refiner’s fire and like fuller’s soap (Malachi 3:2b). Luke tells us that John the Baptizer is that messenger who comes proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. (Luke 3:3). A fire hot enough to refine gold and silver cannot be pleasant! Using harsh soap for cleaning clothes and immersing us in water cannot be pleasant! Repenting of our sins cannot be pleasant! I don’t like that kind of change, but the prophets tell us that change is coming. 

So does Mary. When she hears her relative (probably an older cousin) bless her for being pregnant with Jesus, Mary sings, "Magnificat anima mea Dominum--My soul magnifies the Lord.” Mary can sing because she is connected to Elizabeth and a faith community. Mary can sing because she knows the songs of her namesake Miriam and her ancestor Hannah. Mary can sing because she knows it’s the Lord’s work in her and it’s not all up to her. Mary says “Yes!” to the angel Gabriel and sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”

And then Mary sings that change is coming. She sings like Bob Dylan: “The times they are a changin’.” 
“The Lord 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, in remembrance of his mercy,

According to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” (1:51-55)


Wait a minute. Here are Mary and Elizabeth—two pregnant women. One is too old to be having a baby and the other is unmarried. Both are on the margins of power and society. Yet Mary sings in the past tense with seven verbs: The Lord has shown strength . . . has scattered the proud . . . has brought down the powerful . . . has lifted up the lowly . . . has filled the hungry . . . has sent the rich away empty . . .  has helped his servant Israel. Mary sings in the past tense as if all this has happened. When she sings (and when we sing with her) the proud and powerful and rich are still on the thrones there in Palestine and here in Washington, the hungry are still without a meal, and the lowly are still at the bottom of our society. I don’t see any change! Do you?


Mary, however, is a prophet. Prophets tend to confuse their verb tenses. Prophets of God become so absorbed in the Lord’s vision for our lives and for our world that they begin to see the world through the Lord’s eyes rather than through human eyes. We see the proud, powerful and rich as satisfied and happy and feeling good about their lives, but prophets of the Lord see them as always craving for more and feeling low and empty and still hungry. 

Mary’s vision, like all good poetry, opens our eyes to what is true. Like the beatitudes that her son will speak later in Luke, Mary’s Magnificat does not predict the future. Like any good prophet, she re-describes the present. 2 She declares, “Change is coming and is now among us. Look for the way the Lord is bringing change to our world.”

In his book, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, Harold Kushner proposes that bad things do not have meaning when they happen to us.  They do not happen for any good reason which would cause us to accept them willingly, but we can give them a meaning.  We can redeem these tragedies from senselessness by imposing meaning on them.  The question we should be asking is not, "Why did this happen to me?  What did I do to deserve this?"  That is really an unanswerable, pointless question.  A better question would be, "Now that this has happened to me, what am I going to do about it?" 3 

Mary is singing about change that is happening not out there but in her community and in her. That’s where the change begins—in us. Elizabeth’s son, John the Baptizer, will proclaim the Lord’s change by calling for a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. I imagine he could sing with us today, “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” 

In his gospel Luke says that the primary task of the church is to be a community of rich and poor, women and men, slave and free who live out new relationships under Jesus’ call to discipleship. Luke does not call Vienna Baptist Church to be a political power block to shake the foundations of power in Washington but to be a creative minority and a witness to God’s mercy. Change is coming and the prophets of God sing because they have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. 

Almost 500 years ago, a Roman Catholic Church Augustinian monk named Martin Luther wrote a short commentary on Mary’s song. In the introduction he addresses this exposition “to his Serene Highness, Prince John Frederick, Duke of Saxony . . . I promised [this little exposition of the Magnificat] to you long ago, but the troublesome quarrels of many adversaries have repeatedly interrupted it.” 4 

Martin Luther was writing this little exposition of the Magnificat in the spring and summer of 1521. What was going on his life that year? Five years earlier he had posted his Ninety-Five Theses on the church door in Wittenberg, Germany. On January 3, 1521, Luther was excommunicated from the Roman Catholic Church. During that spring and summer of 1521, Luther was called before church officers and asked to recant all his writings about the church. He instead proclaimed, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God. Here I stand. I can do no other. God be my help!” While Luther was writing this little exposition on the Magnificat, the emperor on May 25 declared Luther an outlaw, banned his writings, required his arrest, made it a crime for anyone in Germany to give him food and shelter, and permitted anyone to kill Luther without legal consequence.

No wonder he begins his introduction with, “I promised [this little exposition of the Magnificat] to you long ago, but the troublesome quarrels of many adversaries have repeatedly interrupted it.” Interrupted it indeed. That’s like someone asking, “Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how did you enjoy the play?”

Luther writes in 1521 that Mary’s hymn of praise is about the great works and deeds of God to strengthen our faith, to comfort those of low degree and to terrify all the mighty ones of the earth. He says, “We are to let the hymn serve this threefold purpose; for she sang it not for herself alone but for us all, to sing it after her.” 5


One of the greatest revolutions in the Christian church was the reformation begun by this Roman Catholic monk, Martin Luther. In this painful year of his own life, Martin Luther was reflecting on Mary’s song. Her song strengthened his faith, comforted him and terrified the mighty ones who were persecuting him.
Martin Luther was not trying to start the Protestant revolution. He was not trying to destroy the Roman Catholic Church. He was simply responding to the mercy of God toward him and wanted to proclaim his thanksgiving in worship. He wanted some peace in his life. He, like Mary, wanted to sing a song about how the Lord was bringing change to his world one person at a time. 


And so we come today to sing Mary’s song and to gather around this table. Are you hungry? Do you want change? Do you want the peace of God which surpasses all understanding to guard your heart and your mind in Christ Jesus? (Philippians 4:7). We sing with Mary, “The Lord has filled the hungry with good things.” Be careful when you come to this table to eat this bread and drink this cup. The Lord may just be asking you to change . . . because, according to Mary, change is coming. 
HYMN 419: All Who Hunger, Gather Gladly
1 
Cardinal John Henry Newman, The Christian Ministry, November/December, 1993, page 14; quoted in Will Willimon, Mary’s Song, Pulpit Resource, December 18, 1994, page 50

2 
Christopher Henry, A Poetic Prophet, in Journal for Preachers, Advent, 2009, page 28
3 
Harold Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, 1981, page 136

4 
Martin Luther, The Magnificat, March 10, 1521, translated by A. T. W. Steinhaeuser, in Luther’s Works, Vol. 21, The Sermon on the Mount (Sermons) and The Magnificat, ed. by Jaroslav Pelikan, Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing, 1956, page 297

5 
Martin Luther, page 306

Page 


