
Mary’s Song
3rd Sunday of Advent - Year C - 12/16/2018

Poetic Reading: Isaiah 12:2-6
1st Reading: Malachi 3:1-4, 2nd: Luke 1:39-56

You have heard the term “expectant mother”? Well, there 
is little doubt about what they are expecting! I know what my 
wife, Robin, was expecting when she was pregnant. It was a 
beautiful and precious child. And praise God that is exactly 
what we got...both times.  

You never hear the term “expectant fathers”, but we all 
know that fathers are expecting as well. As an expectant father 
at one time myself, I felt an intense joy as my children grew 
inside my wife’s womb. Sure, I was thinking about cuddly little 
children, and the thousands of diapers that would have to be 
changed in those first few years. But I was also anticipating 
what would come later: teaching the child how to ride a bike, 
helping her or him to get through school, having long 
discussions on the cosmic realities of the universe … just being 
in relation with this person for the rest of my life. 

I tried to get a jump on all this when Kate was still yet to 
be born. I read her Don Quixote every evening and pull quotes 
from Shakespeare. Honestly, I thought Kate would be talking 
just a few minutes after she saw the light of day, and I was not 
far wrong on that. She could talk at eleven months.

In our reading from the Gospel of Luke, I imagine it was 
that same kind of anticipation that was going on in the hearts 
and minds of Mary and Elizabeth when the two met there in 
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the “hill country of Judea” where Elizabeth and Zechariah lived. 
(NIV, Luke 1:39-40) 

We know that this was exciting time for both women. 
Elizabeth was pregnant even though she had thought that she 
was unable to have a child. So it was miraculous that she was 
with child. Her husband Zechariah had received a visitation 
from the angel Gabriel who had told Zechariah that he would 
have a son who will “go before the Lord, in the spirit and power
of Elijah...to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (v.17)
Prepare the people for what? For the coming of Jesus.

It had been announced by that same angel, Gabriel that 
she, Mary, would be visited by the Spirit and be the mother of 
the Son of God. So the women had much to discuss. But before 
they even got started talking, something amazing happened.  
When “Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped [inside
her].” (v.41) So, even before he was born, John the Baptist was 
announcing the coming of the Messiah and pointing the way to 
Jesus.

You know, I have heard it said that women have a certain 
“glow” or presence when they are pregnant. According to 
“americanpregnancy.org” this glow can be attributed to the 
fact that there are different hormones floating around in a 
pregnant woman’s body. There is increased blood flow and the 
skin excretes more oils which makes the skin shine.1 So, I guess 
there is a scientific explanation, but I think that it may go 
beyond this, and even beyond any psychological effects and 
may have a spiritual component. How could Mary not be 

1              http://americanpregnancy.org/your-pregnancy/pregnancy-glow/   (Visited December 13, 2018).
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glowing? She was carrying the Christ child. Elizabeth would be 
in much the same beatific2 state.

Though probably not “showing” at this time, already Mary 
would be anticipating the miraculous birth. I can imagine her 
grasping Elizabeth’s hand and smiling. Elizabeth would have her
hand on her stomach trying to calm the joyous jumping of the 
embryonic baptist. Elizabeth says to Mary. “Blessed are you 
among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!” (v.42) So
Elizabeth recognizes Mary’s state immediately, both pregnant 
and the Mother of Jesus!

Finally she says, “Blessed is she who has believed that the 
Lord would fulfill his promises to her!” So we get the idea that, 
at least part of what makes Mary able to carry Christ within her,
is the fact that she has faith, that she believes. And so suddenly 
I feel compelled to launch into an analogy between what is 
happening to Mary and what happens to us as Christians. 

Mary is carrying the Christ within her in a very real and 
physical way. In a spiritual way we carry Christ within us as well.
Just as it is Mary’s faith that makes her worthy, just as it is her 
faith that connects her to the child within her, so too it is our 
faith that connects us to the Spirit of Christ within us. We need 
that faith to maintain a relationship with the divine. Without 
faith we are simply all alone in our spiritual life.

As an aside, some commentators of this passage say that 
what Elizabeth is doing here is prophesying.3 Prophesying in the
Bible is not so much about telling the future as it is about 
revealing a spiritual truth. In fact, back in the day, that is the 

2Beatific just means “happy, joyous, or ecstatic. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/beatific. 
3NIB, Vol. 9, 55.
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Seventeenth and 18th centuries, giving a sermon was called 
prophesying. Now, in theological circles, it is called 
proclamation.

Mary responds to Elizabeth with her own proclamation. 
This proclamation is actually a poetic setting called by various 
names, the Canticle of Mary or Mary’s Song. It is known in Latin
as “The Magnificat”, which is the first word in the Latin 
translation of this passage.4 Bach wrote a famous piece that is 
called the “Magnificat” and it takes Mary’s Song as its text. It 
was written for orchestra and choir.5 It has its beautiful 
moments, but is definitely a period piece from the 18th century 
and though beautiful, it does not remind you particularly of the 
circumstances surrounding Mary and Elizabeth nor the early 
church back in the first century. But it does create that soaring 
connection between us and God that spans every time and 
place.  

Reading through the song in the Gospel of Luke, I think 
there is a sense that Mary is singing first, about her own 
individual circumstance, then expanding her song to include the
whole of the world. Mary begins, “My soul glorifies the Lord 
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindful
of the humble state of his servant.” (v.46-48) Under any 
circumstances our souls should glorify the Lord. But here Mary, 
in her expectant state, feels an even greater need to do so, 
especially as she is being raised up from a humble beginning. As
we discussed last week, Mary is not a princess nor likely even 
the daughter of a merchant. The fact is, God does not take 

4 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Magnificat (accessed December 13, 2018)
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQAWqqaUTHE (accessed December 14, 2018)
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cognizance of our social status, but rather looks deep inside of 
us. God lifts up all of us and uses us based on our faith and love.

Then Mary says, “From now on all generations will call me 
blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me – holy
is his name.” (v.49) Indeed, Mary is blessed to be the mother of 
Jesus, and God has done great things for her. Just as Mary is 
blessed to be used by God, we too are blessed when we do 
things in God’s service. Just as Mary has been asked to 
physically carry the Christ within her, we have been asked to 
carry Christ spiritually within us. And Christ within us is no less 
real than the Christ child carried by Mary.

The next line of the Song of Mary goes “His mercy extends 
to those who fear him, from generation to generation.” (v.50) 
The Greek word for “fear” is phoboumenois (φοβουμένοις), ), 
and it can mean fear as in “being scared”, but in the sense we 
have here, it is better to think of it as being in “awe” of God.6 I 
would also put it in terms of having respect for God to the 
degree that we would not want to disappoint our loving, saving 
God. So, God extends mercy to the faithful children of the Lord.

The next several verses all speak to God’s ability and even 
disposition to turn the human social order on its head. For God 
has “brought down rulers from their thrones, but lifted up the 
humble.” (v.52) God has “filled the hungry and sent the rich 
away empty.” (v.53) And so we see again that God does not 
choose to favor the wealthy. But God has chosen this young 
woman of scant means to be what Theologians call the 
Theotokos, or “God Bearer”.

6 https://biblehub.com/interlinear/luke/1-50.htm (accessed December 14, 2018)
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Finally, she sings to the help God has been to Israel. (v.54-
55) As we have gone through Mary’s song she reveals how 
God’s love and God’s blessing begins with the personal and 
moves outward until it encompasses the whole of the people. 
The saving of humanity comes through this single blessing from 
God, this single birth among millions and billions. And there is 
something organic about this. I think God does work in this 
way. God is a blessing to individuals so that those individuals 
will be a blessing to each other. Blessing on as the smallest unit 
of society bubble up to overflow to the world as a whole. It is in
helping one another, it is in being kind to one another as 
individuals that we make the world a better place. So we have a
kind of economic model of sorts, all goodness flows first from 
God through the birth of the Christ child. This all sufficient 
blessing upon Mary and by extension a blessing to all humanity.
As we receive this blessing, so we multiply it and pass it on. 

So, this beautiful and meaningful song flows from this poor
young woman who is with child. She is in conversation with 
Elizabeth her cousin who is also with child. It is amazing to 
consider that these two are so full of life, so full of love, 
prophesying to each other, and through the Bible prophesying 
to the world, revealing the power and love of God. So, in this 
time of advent, we should be like these two expectant mothers.
Yes, they are bursting with the Spirit. They are physical, literal 
examples of what we should be...full of love, full of the spirit, 
prophesying to each other, and through the Bible prophesying 
to the world, looking forward, expectantly, to the coming of our
Savior.

Please put yourselves in a posture for prayer…
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Loving God, you sent our Savior to us through a young 
woman who was not wealthy or powerful. You blessed Marry 
and that blessing came to bless all of us. Grant that we too 
might use the blessings you give us for the benefit of your 
people and all the world. 

ἀμἠν
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