
Luke 1:26-56 

Considering the status of Mary in many Christian churches worldwide, we know precious 

little about her from the Gospels. Mark never mentions her as he begins at Jesus’ baptism, 

not earlier. John doesn’t give her a name. Matthew does place her in the story but it’s 

Joseph who’s the focus of it. Only Luke gives her a little bit more attention. Still, the only 

thing we know of her, is her song. But what a song this is! We call it the Magnificat from 

Latin for ‘magnifies’ in her opening line when she says: ‘My soul magnifies the Lord.’ 

This one sentence has become the theme for many songs, paintings and liturgies.  

Spill the Beans make a note of another characteristic of it: ‘it is not just some lovely 

ballad. Its content and promise is deemed altogether revolutionary. So much so that it is 

recorded at certain times in history that the public reciting of the words was banned. It 

was not allowed to be sung in the churches of India during the days of British 

colonisation. In the 1980s, Guatemala’s government banned it for they recognised that it 

was stirring up a sense of injustice within the poor of that country. Similarly, after the 

Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo—whose children all disappeared during the Dirty War—

displayed its words on posters, the military junta of Argentina banned any public display 

of Mary’s song. The German theologian Dietrich Bonheoffer recognized the 

revolutionary nature of Mary’s song. Before being executed by the Nazis, Bonheoffer 

spoke these words in a sermon during Advent 1933: 

The song of Mary is the oldest Advent hymn. It is at once the most passionate, the 

wildest, one might even say the most revolutionary Advent hymn ever sung. This is not 

the gentle, tender, dreamy Mary whom we sometimes see in paintings... This song has 

none of the sweet, nostalgic, or even playful tones of some of our Christmas carols. It is 

instead a hard, strong, inexorable song about the power of God and the powerlessness of 

humankind. (From a Sermon of 7 December 1933 given the title ‘My Spirit Rejoices’)’
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It’s a powerful song. What are the circumstances in which it was first spoken? Mary is 

visited by the angel Gabriel who tells her she is to be the mother of God’s Son. I imagine 

a mixture of emotions for her. On one hand great joy – she was chosen by God, a new life 

is hatched inside of her, her life has a special purpose. However in a society where 

women were second-class, how much choice did she have in the matter? Or – how much 

choice did she feel she had in the matter? Did she feel like she was being forced into this 

very shameful situation? Was her consent really consent? 

There must have been hundreds of thoughts running through her head: My parents will 

kill me! What will I tell Joseph? I might be stoned to death for this! What a great shame 

for me, for my family and for this child yet unborn.  

The first thing she does then is to flee. Where does she go? To her cousin Elisabeth of 

whose pregnancy she learned from the angel. If anyone can understand, it will be her as 

she had experienced a miraculous pregnancy too at the age considered past pregnancy.  
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How many folks like Mary carry secret shames and fear the reception they’re going to 

get? How quick are we to judge rather than support? 

Thank God Elisabeth was of the supportive kind and blessed the frightened young woman 

with a shower of love and acceptance which she needed. Thank God for Elisabeths of this 

world!  

What Elisabeth does is to reinforce what the angel had said: you are beloved of God, you 

are worthy, you are beautiful. We sing ‘Jesus loves you’, we proclaim God’s love for all 

humanity and yet we find it so difficult to believe that we are loved.  

There’s a very telling story from The Rev. Dr. Casey Baggott which she recounts in her 

sermon entitled ‘Learning to Focus’: ‘A number of years ago when I was anticipating my 

own ordination in a few days and reviewing the United Church of Christ ordination 

service, I came across a place in the service that made me stop and consider how worthy I 

was for even the fairly straightforward job I was proposing to take.  The service had one 

voice say, "She is worthy," and the whole congregation was to reply, "She is worthy, 

indeed!"--with an exclamation point. 

I went to the senior minister who was helping with the plans for the service and I 

explained that in all humility I just couldn't keep that phrase in the service.  There were 

lots of people far more worthy than I was, and I could name fifty of them.  How silly I 

was going to feel having hundreds of people proclaim, "She is worthy," with an 

exclamation point, no less.  That had to go. 

I'll never forget his response.  He said, "Well, we're keeping it in the service for two 

reasons.  First, because the bulletins are already printed.  But, secondly and more 

importantly, we're keeping it in because you've missed the point.  That affirmation isn't so 

much about you as about God.  It's the congregation saying they believe in a God so 

loving, so powerfully compassionate that God can transform most any willing soul into 

being worthy, even you."’
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We are worthy, despite all our misgivings, because of God’s great love for us, because of 

God’s favour. God’s favour doesn’t mean success, money or achievements though. It 

does mean feeling loved and supported by God at all times – happy or testing.  

Christmas usually puts the inadequacies in our lives into a sharper focus. We realise that 

our family relationships aren’t as good as we would wish them to be, we feel the losses of 

loved ones, jobs, health more acutely, we remember that for another year our dreams 

have remained unfulfilled. It can be a painful time of the year. 

And yet God proclaims to us as he did to Mary: ‘Greetings, you who are highly favoured! 

The Lord is with you.’ The promise and the hope of that proclamation are as true to us as 

they were to her. So in the midst of the busyness of this last week of Advent, let’s apply 

the handbrake to the vehicles of our lives hurtling along, to the worries and troubles, and 
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let’s bask in God’s love and favour for us. And then, when we remember and feel that we 

are loved and worthy – let’s pass it on. God’s favour is for everyone even though many 

do not realize it. ‘Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.’ Amen.  


