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Today, we hear Mary’s words, which Jesus will echo throughout his ministry.  

The gospels declare that the blessing that Mary has already received is at the same time still 

something to anticipate. It’s a trust in God, inherent in Mary, that Elizabeth names as the source 

of such a blessing from God. And Mary’s soul magnifies the Lord. Her song, in Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer’s estimation,  

is at once the most passionate, the wildest, one might even say the most revolutionary 

Advent hymn ever sung … 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 

collapsing thrones and humbled lords of this world, about the power of God and the 

powerlessness of humankind.    

And it comes from a woman somewhere between blue-collar and peasant, one of the 90 percent 

of Israelites who worked tirelessly just to put food in their mouths, to survive from one day to the 

next, while the fruit of their labor went to the landowners or was taken by the Roman imperial 

powers who occupied their land and directed their lives.  

This song comes from a woman who will be shamed by those who know no better, a woman 

who is pregnant before what others thought of as the proper time, out of bounds from the rigid 

expectation that new life only can be a blessing within the bond of marriage.  

We might expect that Mary would beg a man to serve as a patron or protector, but Mary won’t 

say who the father is – not this thirteen-year-old girl, who’s rugged enough to make her way 

alone to the house of Elizabeth, navigating the hill country to find fellowship and guidance from 

a respected and righteous elder woman.  

And Mary hopes. In fact, Mary dares to believe that God already:  

scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts … brought down the powerful from 

their thrones, and lifted up the lowly … filled the hungry with good things, and sent the 

rich away empty … [and] helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy (Luke 

1:51-54).  

What kind of a person sees things that way? Who has the audacity to trust that God is actually at 

work, or that the systems and structures of such unrelenting force would somehow be upended 

by the divine – ancient and unseen? That is a fantastic hope.  

It makes sense that we are so awed by Mary, that she is revered as a Saint, because she is an 

inspiration to us, a shining light from the distant past, that we might resolve to imitate in our own 

way, so that our lives would also be filled with this kind of hope, this kind of way of looking at 

the world – where God triumphs over injustice, and goodness grows, in even the most 

unexpected of places; even in the most inconvenient of circumstances, goodness grows. 



In haste, Mary seeks out Elizabeth, who was surprised and did not have time to welcome this 

unexpected visitor properly, to make space for her to stay for 3 months, or to remain composed 

for whatever Mary might declare to her. All Elizabeth has to help Mary is her own experience as 

a woman who has, up until now, had no children to call her own.  

How must she have felt for so many years? Maybe she had come to believe that, no matter how 

righteous you act, no matter how tightly you hold onto your faith, you still might feel like your 

prayers go unanswered, and you still might find yourself the object of social stigma, and you 

might begin to question the covenant your God made with your people.  

But God does hear our prayers, and Elizabeth is now 6 months pregnant herself, even in her old 

age, and people must be marveling at the miraculous turn of events. So, perhaps, fueled with 

renewed faith, or maybe with a decades-long appreciation for God’s sense of timing, Elizabeth 

ventures to welcome this girl, who comes to her alone and presumably with no one else to call 

upon for help.  Maybe Elizabeth saw in Mary something of her own supplication before God.  

And just as an aside, how much can we learn from Elizabeth about choosing the practice of 

hospitality over the sin of judgmentalism? How quick are we really to let into our lives people 

who seem to be struggling and are in need of assistance? And how readily do we let go of our 

own self-chiding for our shortcomings and failings? How freely do we forgive those around us 

who we wish, for once, would just act better? 

But the interaction between Mary and Elizabeth only begins with a welcome. Elizabeth 

recognizes in Mary that her child will not only be a gift from God but will also be the fulfillment 

of God’s long-awaited promise to Israel. She says to Mary: “Blessed are you among women, and 

blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord 

comes to me” (vv. 42-43). 

This is a reversal of social expectations, and it only grows in Elizabeth’s conversation with 

Mary, as Mary dreams of a world where every injustice would crumble at the hand of God:  

reversing the power structures which keep Herod and Caesar in charge, sharing provisions with 

the masses and not only among those who are powerful enough to lobby for their own interests, 

and treating the downtrodden with dignity and recognizing the sacred worth with which they 

were endowed by God.   

Mary points to a God who will act not on some far-off day but who has already begun to 

interfere with the ways of this world – in the unexpected pregnancies of Elizabeth and Mary, in 

Elizabeth’s unexpected but desperately needed welcome of her cousin, and in Mary’s immediate 

and unwavering welcome of God’s presence in her life. All that Mary praises God for will come 

to pass, and she can point to its beginning in her own life.  

My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked 

with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call 

me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name (vv. 

46-49).  



This anticipation of another world only gets bigger in Mary, who calls God her Savior, since she 

has no other protector. She is not a man who might work or labor in the fields or at a craft. She is 

not a wealthy landholder who can command the respect of her community. She is not like the 

prophets before her who were literate. She is not from a priestly family like Jeremiah, Ezekiel, or 

Zechariah.  She is not a public figure like Joel or Zephaniah, or a village elder like Micah.  Who 

would believe her if she told her story? Mary has no other help than from God, whom she names 

Savior not only of her people but also of her own, fragile circumstance.   

That’s why she is venerated across time and culture in icons, statues, music, and prayer. That’s 

why we hear from her today, in this season of Advent, as we wait in expectation for God to 

answer prayer, as we look for someone to welcome us into their hearts – just as we are – as we 

look around us and hope against all odds that the world will become a better place. We hear 

Mary’s words. 

And Jesus echoes them with his own throughout his ministry. And he teaches his disciples to do 

the same. And he invites us to echo Mary’s words with our own.   

This Advent, we are all invited to share a loving word with someone who needs to hear it. Like 

Mary, we are all invited to live with hope that God really is bringing blessing into the world. 

Like Elizabeth, we are all invited to take a risk and help someone who is helpless.  

What words will you share?  

What hope will you carry?  

What help will you give?  

What’s stopping you?  

Because I can’t wait to see your response in faith.  

Amen.  

 


