Sunday 19" December — Mary

Micah 5:2-5a
Hebrews 10:5-10
Luke 1:39-55

Surely the Magnificat — Mary’s song — is one of the most wonderful songs in the Bible. In the
times when evensong was sung each Sunday evening we would have sung this weekly.
Nowadays perhaps we know it better through the words of Timothy Dudley Smiths great
hymn “Tell out my soul” with which we are going to finish today’s worship.

It’s a song which recognises Mary’s own role in the great salvation plan of God but it’s also a
song that recognises the things that are on the heart of God — the very things that
motivated the incarnation; the very core of what Jesus is all about.

One of the joys of Christmas time is seeing our families. | know many of us live close to
those we love and see them throughout the year. But others may see them only
occasionally. And Christmas is one of those occasions when we love to spend time with
those we love. (Covid permitting of course!)

Like many of you, we will be seeing our children and grandchildren over Christmas — well
that’s all apart from Kate’s eldest son Ally, his wife Sophie and their two year old Ezra who
live in Beijing — sadly there is little hope of seeing them in person in the near future.

But when we look at our children or grandchildren perhaps we wonder what life will hold
for them. What their future will be like. Maybe we begin to map things out in our minds,
perhaps we talk to them of their hopes and dreams.

| am sure that’s been the case for generations in every kind of culture.

Mary was born at a time when girls were betrothed to be married around the age of 11.
Betrothal was more than engagement. It was like the first stage of marriage contract that
was fully established by consummation. A betrothal — unlike a modern engagement — could
not simply be broken by mutual agreement. It would need to end in divorce (or death of
course).

Mary was a young woman about 11 years old — scarcely more than a child in our view. In her
time she would have been the right age for marriage. It would have been normal and
expected. But she was still young, though probably not quite as young as 11 year olds today.
She would certainly have had responsibilities within the family..



If she had mapped out her life | am sure she would have it planned this way. Betrothal at
around 11 with marriage a year or so later. Settling down, having children and, most
probably, dying at what we might call a young age. All normal stuff. Nothing remarkable.

And we need to understand what the normal was to get the most out of the story of the
annunciation and the birth of Jesus.

Forget, then, a young woman in her 20s; replace that picture with someone little more than
a child in years, receiving a visit from an angel and a most terrifying of messages. You will
become pregnant.

We also have to understand that this would have been for her a total disgrace. Grounds
enough (as we read elsewhere) for Joseph her betrothed to divorce her and abandon her.
From having her life mapped out in front of her, she is now looking at a future which is no
future. Utter disgrace. Maybe becoming an outcast.

And yet when the angel brings her the message we hear she responds with a “let it be with
me according to your word”. What brought her to respond in this way? How much of this
new future could she see?

It’s here — after the annunciation, after the angel had left her - that this morning’s gospel
reading begins. We read that Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill
country.

Again, some clarification. In explaining how it could come to pass that she — a virgin — was
expecting a child, the angel tells Mary about Elizabeth’s surprise pregnancy. | have always
assumed that this was a reminder — think about Elizabeth your kinswoman. She was thought
to be barren, but she is expecting.

But what if it were a sign rather than a reminder? What if news had not reached Mary and
her family about Elizabeth. We have to remember communications were poor; Elizabeth
lived perhaps 4 or 5 days walk from Nazareth; Zechariah was struck dumb by the angel;
Elizabeth (Luke tells us) was in seclusion. Maybe Mary and her family didn’t know — and the
angel was saying - look, go and see what God has brought about. It would certainly explain
the “with haste” in the gospel reading!

Whether reminder or sign, there was certainly a broad hint from the angel that Mary should
go and see Elizabeth. A safe place for her maybe; somewhere to think on what God was
calling her to do.

The encounter between Mary and Elizabeth is wonderful. Mary would have seen quite
clearly that Elizabeth — the barren one — was indeed 6 months pregnant. But we can also see
Elizabeth recognising that Mary was expecting too. Had Mary said anything or was this a
divine revelation to Elizabeth? We don’t know, but we do know that the baby Elizabeth was
carrying recognised something special too — the baby leapt in her womb. And we also know
the words Elizabeth said to Mary — blessed are you. Among women and blessed is the fruit



of your womb. Words of affirmation. Words that would have indeed be the confirmation of
the sign promised by the angel. Words of reassurance and comfort. Words of hope.

And then Luke records Mary’s song which we know as the Magnificat.

But before we look at the song in any kind of details, let’s just ponder on where we are; on
what has happened, and on what Mary’s thoughts might have been.

A pre-teen whose life has been turned upside down; whose future was now uncertain;
whose reputation was verging on the suspect. An angel with a message so overwhelming
and so shocking. A response that Mary gave that seems so certain — but what else can one
say to God? An encounter with her cousin which confirmed her calling. Emotions of fear,
awe, wonder, confusion.

Maybe she pondered on some of these thoughts as she made the journey from Nazareth to
the hill country. Maybe she reflected on the prophecies and psalms from Scripture as she
travelled. Maybe she began to piece together the threads in her own mind. Maybe the
words of a song were beginning to form. Maybe those texts which she knew so well from
the Old Testament were taking on fresh meaning for her. Maybe the Magnificat was being
penned in her thoughts.

The Magnificat has strong similarities with the song of Hannah in the Old Testament.
Hannah could not conceive and prayed for a son — she would entrust the son to God.
Samuel was born — Samuel who became the great and final judge of Israel. Hannah sang a
song of praise. A song in praise of what God had done for her.

It may well be that Mary had much of Hannah’s song in mind. But in the Magnificat she
developed thoughts further and progressed from a personal song to one which embraced
the whole nation of Israel. It recognises that what God is doing went far beyond the
personal to the national — even the global.

The song begins with praise for the way in which she — Mary — has been blessed. It starts
with her recognition of the majesty and power of the almighty for what he has done for her.
But it moves on to what God had done and would do with and through the nation.

The words are stirring and disturbing. They have raised important questions throughout
history and still do today. If God really is on the side of the lowly and the hungry; if God
really is in the business of scattering the proud and bringing down the powerful what does
that say for the way in which the nations — including our own nation — are ruled? What does
it say about the way the world is run?

Surely any reading of the song of Mary will make us ponder the relationship between our
faith and our politics.

The Magnificat makes us look forward to the subversive teaching of Jesus. The words of the
beatitudes for example. All about turning cultural expectations on their head. All about the



radical nature of the kingdom of God. The first shall be last; the last shall be first; Jesus’ own
example of servant leadership.

So Mary’s song was not just a song of praise but also a kind of manifesto for what was to
come.

It seems that in a few short verses Mary has come a long way. From being little more than a
girl being urged not to be afraid by the angel, she sings a song which proclaims great truths
of the way God wants to turn things on their head through the coming of his Son. She could
be viewed as a prophet anticipating the future God is promising.

Of course Mary in many ways was unique in what God was calling her to do.

Our callings will be very different. But make no mistake, God still calls people today to do
things for him. He calls you and he calls me. Just like he did with Mary, he will reassure us of
his calling by showing signs that point towards the truth. And he will equip and empower us
so that we are able to do what he wills. It requires us to be open to his word, to be
confident in his power and to be ready to say “let it be to me according to your word”



