
Prelude:  “From heaven on high I come” prelude by Bach played by Alan Buchan 

 

Word of Welcome 

In a dark month and in a dark year we long for light to dawn.  And so we light our three 

candles to remind ourselves that the time of celebration is coming, for Christ came to be the 

light of the world.   

 

Hymn: Brightest and best of the sons of the morning 

 

Prayer:  

Longing for light, we wait in darkness, or so it sometimes seems, Lord God.  And yet, despite 

the darkness of these short winter days, and despite the darkness of a troubled year, we do not 

live in darkness.  We live in your light, because you sent Jesus your Son to light the world for 

ever.  And so we praise and thank you for the light which he brings us, the way he leads us 

through dark times and reassures us that we are never lost because we are held by your love. 

 In these days of darkness give us the eyes of faith to see your light, shining in the 

most unexpected places, bringing joy and hope to the most hopeless of situations.  Give us 

the eyes of faith to see and hearts that are quick to share your light and hope and joy.  And as 

we prepare to celebrate your coming, remind us that the best celebrations are those which 

turn our minds outward to the world Christ came to save. 

So hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying: 

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread,  

and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Luke 1:46-55 

 

We know these verses as the Magnificat.  They are Mary’s song of praise which we hear her 

give, not when the angel comes to tell her of her conception, but when she has gone away 

from the pressures of dealing with the pregnancy in her usual home, in her family life, and 

has gone to visit her relative Elizabeth, also unexpectedly expecting.  Maybe it is now that 

Mary can relax and be happy about this coming baby and what it all means, what he will 

mean.  Elizabeth has greeted her with blessing and with joy about the baby that she is 

growing within her.  Perhaps this was the first time anyone had said such things to her.  

Maybe up until now the news of her pregnancy had been nothing but a trouble in the family, 

something to be hushed up - hence her departure to visit Elizabeth - not something to rejoice 

in.   

 But now Elizabeth has accepted what is happening, more than accepted it: she is 

pleased and delighted.  And Mary can relax and open her heart and her mouth and say all that 

has been building within her since the visit of Gabriel. 

 And we have a song which begins with sheer personal delight.  My soul magnifies the 

Lord…My spirit rejoices in God my Saviour…. Surely from now on all generations will call 

me blessed.   

 Her song then goes on to talk of the goodness of God.  His mercy is for those who fear 

him from generation to generation. 

And then we come to hearing the actions of God which Mary expects this child to show: 



 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. 

 

This is what lots of people were waiting for God to do.  To put down the powerful, those who 

ruled over God’s people with, as people thought, no right to do so.  Jesus was to come across 

people with such expectations every day of his ministry: people who wanted him to be a 

leader of an army or a rebel force, who would come upon the Romans and somehow find the 

way to force them out of Israel.  The Maccabees had done it with the Greek invaders, for a 

while, and so there was precedent, and hope and expectation.  Maybe this was what Mary had 

in mind when she sang her song.  He has brought down the mighty from their thrones – you 

have to be even more mighty to do that: you have to be really strong. 

 You do have to be even more mighty, even stronger, and Jesus was.  But Jesus didn’t 

come to fulfil these words in the way that people expected.  Jesus didn’t come to do much 

that was expected.  The point of him was that he did things in unexpected ways, and in so 

doing showed us that there is more than one way to approach life and that the expected, 

“normal” ways are not the best, though they may be the easier.  The point of Mary’s child 

was that he didn’t so much overturn the world’s powers by using human might as that he 

undermined them by using human love.  You have to be even stronger to spurn the show of 

strength and use what looks like weakness. 

 As the modern carol puts it: 

Who would think that what was needed to transform and save the earth 

Might not be a plan or army, proud in purpose, proved in worth…… 

 

Mary was right, that God, who had chosen her and so changed her life forever, is good and 

forgiving.  And he does want to see injustices made right, with people not living in an 

imbalance of power but in a joyful equity of love.  But she was going to be surprised by how 

her son would do this: how he would live, what he would say, what he would do and what he 

would allow to be done to him, to show and to live God’s fair, more than fair, God’s gracious 

and powerful way of love. 

 

Hymn:  Tell out my soul 

 

Reading: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11  

 

Mary’s song of praise didn’t come from nowhere.  As a good Jewish girl her upbringing 

would have been steeped in scripture.  She would have known the song attributed to Hannah, 

found in 1 Samuel chapter 2, a song which says, “The bows of the mighty are broken, but the 

feeble gird on strength.” And,” 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.”  Indeed Hannah’s song may well have been ringing in Mary’s mind 

when she opened her lips in praise. 

 And Mary would also have known passages like this one we have read from the book 

of Isaiah.  In her song, Mary expects her baby to fulfil the words of Isaiah, proclaiming the 

year of God’s favour, and the day of God’s vengeance; providing for those who mourned in 

Zion and bringing them the oil of gladness instead of mourning.  And Jesus did this.  Indeed, 



this passage was one which Jesus took very closely to heart.  We know that because this is 

the passage he read when he was asked to lead worship in the Nazareth synagogue.   

The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, 

    because the LORD has anointed me; 

he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 

    to bind up the broken-hearted, 

to proclaim liberty to the captives, 

    and release to the prisoners; 
2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour… 

 

But fulfilling this prophecy, as Jesus did, did not look at all like people expected.  Again, why 

should it? Jesus came to do the unexpected thing, and achieve God’s desired aim in God’s, 

not human, ways. 

To bring down the mighty from their thrones, in the interests of justice doesn’t take an 

army and a battle, and might and worldly glory, as you might expect.  Despite what people 

have tried to do over and over for the entire history of the human race, you cannot defeat 

violence and power with power and violence.  You may depose one agent of power, but in 

using the weapons of the powerful all that happens is that one agent is replaced by another. 

Truly to change things, means changing the way that we do things, and the way that 

we think about doing things.  It takes the strength and courage to ignore the might of the 

mighty, treating all alike; so this is what Jesus did.   He made himself available to all kinds of 

people: the centurion with the sick servant and the leader of the synagogue, and the bleeding 

woman and the leprous beggars who dared call out to him. To show God’s way, and live 

God’s way takes getting alongside people and caring for them.  All of them.  Caring because 

they are people, are made in the image of God.  It is not easy to treat people, all people the 

same, not when that means giving honour to all as children of God.  And of course it can 

never mean acting as though we ourselves are mighty or deserving of special notice. It means 

to be humble, more interested in others than in showing ourselves off.  These things are hard: 

far harder than posturing in assumed might before the powerful of the world.  All these hard 

things Jesus did. 

At first the powerful will not notice.  And when they do they will not take this to be 

much of a threat – let people try living this way if they want to, it won’t change who is in 

charge.  But as the gospels unfold Jesus’ story they show that, when, if, we continue to live in 

God’s way, to love in God’s way, to undermine power and authority by just refusing to see it, 

concentrating rather on the people who think they wield it, but as people, not as agents of 

power; when, if we continue to do that, we will find, as Jesus did, that power gets very upset. 

Power gets upset, because it does not want to be ignored, it wants people to fear or desire it.  

And Jesus’ way makes the power of the world seem far less desirable. 

 “Blessed are you,” said Jesus, “When people revile you and persecute you and utter 

all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.”  (Matthew 5:11)  He knew that this was 

what would happen to him, as his revolution of love and caring, of equality and the more-

than-justice which is God’s grace in action began to be seen.  But there is no other way to 

bring down the mighty from their thrones and destroy the very idea of such thrones than by 

Jesus radical unexpected way of undermining the posturing of power with the subtle erosion 

of love.   

It is when people are seen and valued for what they are that the posturing and violence 

of powerful imbalances and injustices lose their appeal.  And when they lose their appeal, 

they will be abandoned and die.  So this Christmas, when the imbalances of life are made 

clear to us in the way that the past months have affected people; this Christmas when we will 

not have so much of a chance to do the “romantic” Christmas things, wallowing in parties 



and carols and the bonhomie that can at times mask the amazing message of God’s coming; 

this Christmas let’s consider the question of bringing down the mighty, of levelling the road 

for the Lord, of seeking to embody the justice that God’s love desires by loving all people 

equally and humbly.  Not easy.  Not glamorous.  But it is God’s own way. 

 

Hymn Love came down at Christmas 

 

Prayer 

Creator God, we thank You, for Your Son – the Light of the world.  

We thank You too, for those in every generation who have faithfully pointed to Him 

and who have spread His light in even the darkest times.  

Lord Jesus, may we find the courage to point to the hope and comfort and peace You 

offer, especially in times of difficulty and sorrow. May we witness to Your love and Your 

goodness, Your presence and Your compassion.  

And thank You – thank You for the family of Your people. Thank you for each of us 

in these communities we know, and for our brothers and sisters in the presbytery and across 

Scotland, in Libis and Kostalec and over the world.  As your family give us the courage and 

the desire to seek to serve You as best we can – and in that service may we reflect the life 

You lived.  

We offer You our prayers for those who struggle with this season.  

We think of the bereaved,  

of those who cannot afford to celebrate as they might want,  

of those with no one to share a table,  

and of those for whom childlessness is accentuated at this time. 

Lord God, You understand and share tears and silences, disappointments and regrets. Bring 

Your comfort, fill with Your strength, and grant all Your peace…  

We pray too, for places in the world where conflict and violence are rife…  

For places where nature has been harsh – and we have been thoughtless in caring for 

Your creation.  

Give us greater concern for one another and an even greater willingness to do whatever we 

can for each other and for the world itself. So may we work with You, Lord God, to make 

this world, the world You intended it to be – a world where people care and love and laugh; a 

world where justice reigns and peace is evident and where all know they belong.  

These prayers, along with our gratitude for the birth of Your Son, we offer You in His name 

and for His sake. Amen 

 

Hymn Lift up your heads, eternal gates 

 

Benediction 

Be imitators of the radical love of Christ. 

And the blessing of God Almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with you now and always. 

Amen. 

 

Postlude: Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme by Sigfrid Karg-Elert played by John Crombie on 

the Kingussie organ. 

  


