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In our Advent Bible study, one of the things we did in the first couple of weeks was to think about 

the images which we get and send on Christmas cards.  The study wanted us to think about what 

images of the Holy Land, or of Bethlehem or of the nativity are put out at this time of year.  Since 

then, as I have stuck my Christmas cards on the doors of the house, I have been even more aware 

than usual of what the sub-text to the picture is.  In a lot of pictures, whatever they are portraying - 

nativity scenes, wise men on camels (we seem to have quite a lot of these this year), snowy scenes, 

robins, Christmas trees, the sub-text speaks loud and clear and is expressed in one word: 

TRADITION! 

Christmas is a traditional time of year, after all.  We get out our decorations, and we like to use the 

same ones that we have had last year, and the year before and so on.  I have decorations which my 

parents and grandparents bought long before I was born, and I would hate not to put them on the tree.  

You may have things which your children or grandchildren have made and without which you would 

not feel you were ready to celebrate Christmas.  And then there is the traditional Christmas menu: 

don't mess with the turkey!  We like things to be just so.  And as for the music we like...  Most of the 

carols we sing are less than two hundred years old, but few of them are less than one hundred.  And 

we prefer to sing them by candle-light, even if there isn't a power-cut!  It seems that for many people 

Christmas is a time to live, or try to live, in a cosy cocoon of a better, gentler past. 

Which is very strange, because Christmas is all about new things.  When God sent Jesus to be born 

among us it was the start of something completely new and radically different.   

We read today of Mary's visit to Elizabeth and her song of joy.  It has often been noticed that Mary 

has taken as the template for her song the song which Hannah sang when she found that she was to 

have the baby who became the prophet Samuel.  Hannah was one of a line of older, childless women 

to whom God had given the gift of children.  There was Sarah, the grandmother of them all, who had 

Isaac when she was ninety.  Then there was Samson's mother, known only as Manoah's wife.  There 

was Hannah and lastly there is Elizabeth.  The pattern is that these are women who have not been 

able to have children and greatly desire to be mothers, and for whom God makes possible what has 

been impossible, and so all their sons grow up to have a special place in God's plans for  his people 

and his world. 

But Mary is not like that.  She is not an older married woman whose maternal desires have been 

frustrated.  She is a young woman, on the cusp of marriage, with, as all women do have, the 

expectation that children will follow naturally.  But God has done a new thing.  He has not made 

what was barren fertile, but has taken someone who is new to that side of things, to these sorts of 

hopes and plans, and has brought the challenge of pregnancy and impending motherhood into her 

life long before she thought she was ready for it.  He is doing something new.  

And Micah the prophet, when he talks of what is going to come out of Bethlehem, is looking for 

someone, something new.  It will be someone who has roots in the old ways, the old, even the 



ancient days, but someone different.  He is not to be celebrated as a warrior, such as David, the great 

King was.  He is not, in this prophecy, even said to have to come from David's line.  He is to be the 

one of peace and he will be great, not only in his own land, but to the ends of the earth, because he 

will be ruling and leading in the strength and majesty of God himself.  This is not just the restoration 

of the Kingdom, such as the prophets mainly look forward to.  This is not Israel being proved to be 

top dogs  among their neighbours.  This is something new, something greater, something different. 

When I was a student in America, my minister there, Jonathan Krogh, once said to me "The hardest 

times to preach and lead worship are Christmas and Easter.  Everyone thinks that they  know what it 

is about, and if you try to introduce a new thought, they will resent it.  But if you say just what you 

said last year they will complain as well..."  He may have overstated the preacher's dilemma slightly, 

but there was at least a kernel of truth in that.  We don't want to hear new things or sing new things 

or think new things at Christmas.  Most of us want to rest in the familiarity of the old.   

Let me say that for those who are weary, or troubled, or weak in some way, the familiarity of the old, 

of the traditional can be God's best way of giving rest and comfort and support.  And so we will sing 

our traditional carols - some of them by candle-light - and we will of course read the familiar words 

of the Christmas story.  And my prayer will be that those who need that rest and support, will find it. 

But we are not quite at Christmas yet; this is the fourth Sunday of Advent, and so it is still the time 

of preparation, of thinking, as Mary did, what all this might mean. 

Mary thought first of what it would mean for herself.  That is natural - whenever any of us hear 

unexpected news, we think first of all about how our own lives may change because of it, and only 

then do we think about what it means for others.  It is exactly the same when we come to apply the 

Gospel, the good news of God's saving love.  We apply it first of all to ourselves - and so we should.   

So Mary praises God because he has looked on her lowliness, he has lifted her up and made her 

important in his eyes, in his plan for the world.  He has treated her with undeserved love, and 

everyone will know it.  And we can say that too.  Part of the good news of the gospel is that God 

loves each one of us as though we were the only one he had to love.  Saint Augustine said this 

hundreds of years ago, and it is still amazingly true, and always will be.  In God's eyes you are the 

most important person.  So am I.  And with God that is not a contradiction, as it would be with us.  

When I call Andrew my best boy, he sometimes says that if Jennifer was a boy I couldn't say that - 

which is true.  But God can say it to each one of us - you are God's best boy, best girl, and it doesn't 

matter how many millions and trillions of others there are in the world it is still true.  God loves you 

as special although you have done nothing to deserve it, even as Mary had not.  And if you accept 

the gift and challenge of his love, as Mary did, then people are going to know it as they see God's 

plans worked out through your life. 

So Mary begins with the personal.  But her song does not say there.  This is not a simple chorus to be 

sung by one person in the privacy of their own prayer time; it is a psalm of prophecy and praise to be 

taken up and sung by the world, and to speak to the situation of the world, then and ever since. 

Mary sings of God's mercy, his mercy to those who fear him - who don't take God for granted but 

honour and revere him.  She sings of God doing new, unthought of things - not being on the side of 

those who already have power, but having a bias toward the poor and downtrodden.  She sings of 

how those who have this world's power not will be, but have been, already are in effect dethroned.  

She sings of the hungry being fed and the rich going away with nothing - the normality of the world 

turned upside down.  All this, because of the child whom she is carrying.  



It is a song of faith.  It is a song, sung in a moment of faith so strong, that Mary can believe that what 

she has yet to see with her own eyes, is so certain to happen that it is as if it already has.  We live in 

the same world as Mary.  A world where people seek, crave power over others, and often not to do 

those others good, but to prove something to themselves about themselves.  And so children were 

murdered in Connecticut last week; and so still in Northern Ireland violence with its Siamese twin, 

fear has returned to the streets; and so in Israel two peoples fail to live in peace, and the fears of one 

people is magnified while the lives of the other are hedged around with intolerable restrictions.  This 

is the world that Jesus was born into - our world.  Mary's song, rooted in reality, was a song, not of 

optimism, but of hope.  This is the world that his coming was to turn around, was to make new. 

You might look at the world and say that patently this has not happened.  But then look in your heart.  

If you have learned to know God's love for you, have you not seen it change you, change what you 

want from life, how you live with others in the world?    It is by changing individuals, and by those 

changed people working together that hope can be brought to a world which too often seems to lack 

hope. 

The Christmas cards and Christmas expectations ask us to live in a world of tradition, often to live in 

an idealised past.  But every generation has had its own troubles to live through, to be horrified by, 

to respond to in faith.  We do too, and this Advent time our calling is not to be cosy, but to be active.  

Our calling is to work, not to preserve the old, but to bring in new hope; hope rooted n God's love for 

us and for the world; hope which does not flinch from the troubled reality of the world, but shines 

the light of God on it, so that we can see what is really going on and going wrong, and so know how 

best to apply the light and love of Christ.   

 


