Sermon for December 22, 2024                  “MAGNIFICAT”                                Luke 1. 39-55
At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth.  When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.  In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!  But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?  As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.  Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would fulfill his promises to her!”
And Mary said: “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. From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me— holy is his name. His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation. He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.  He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, just as he promised our ancestors.”
Our story today must begin with backstory, as we meet these two female stars without whom we would not be here today: Elizabeth, and the better-known Mary. Elizabeth, an older woman by any measure, and about to be a mom for the first time; Mary, young and virginal, in the same boat; and both of these wondrous women, soon to be mothers of John the Baptist and Jesus respectively, moderate their distress through their faith, faith in their God, our God, who remembers promises, and responds in faithfulness.
Elizabeth was the long-suffering wife of the priest Zechariah, and when I say long-suffering, I mean they have been together over seven decades. All those chilly nights together, but no children, and in that day, aspersions were cast on Zechariah’s manliness and Elizabeth’s womanliness and they lived quiet, kinda shunned lives.  


Our story opens with young Mary off-a-visiting after a rather dramatic visit from an angel, during which she is informed that she will soon be with child, virgin or not, and that the child she carries will be the long-awaited Messiah.  She seeks comfort and counsel from her old aunt Elizabeth, who hasn’t been seen in public much lately.  Ah well, you know how it is, folks keeping to themselves, and what with Zechariah off in the temple all the time, and him being strangely silent lately, Elizabeth probably just doesn’t want to deal with people and their questions.  But young Mary is soon to be shocked by what the reader already knows:  that the angel Gabriel has paid a visit to her auntie as well, and announced to her that she is with child, after all those barren decades. Mary enters the room to discover a rather well-rounded octogenarian aunt. Merry Christmas!

The meeting of these two angelically informed women is one of the high moments of scripture, where the Spirit holds sway entirely.  Elizabeth’s baby – little John, sixth months along -  leaps in her womb with joy when young Mary’s greeting fills the room, and she gushes forth inspired words of comfort and wonder and awe, and Mary is just astonished.  Not only is her old aunt pregnant, but her old aunt somehow knows that Mary is also pregnant, and that her baby is not just any old baby, and Mary finds herself believing in promises that will soon be fulfilled.  

Now it’s Mary’s turn to gush forth Spirit-breathed sentences, and they form what we now know as the Magnificat, the great song of Mary.  And in these lyrics, we discover why so many around the world venerate Mary to this day, why she is the champion of millions of Christians around the globe.  We Protestants don’t talk much about Mary, because the traditions and stories about her were largely formed before we set foot upon the stage of history, and most of those are Roman Catholic doctrines with minimal scriptural backup.  That was the problem back then, if it wasn’t in the Bible in big gold letters, we wouldn’t cotton to it.  But in letting go of Mary, we have surely thrown the baby out with the bathwater, as it were.  She was and is a vital energy within the faith, an energy rooted in humility and a vibrant appreciation of the oddly imbalanced love that flows between God and us, a love that always strives to motivate us to justice, kindness, and peacefulness.  And for Mary – an unlettered girl many years shy of twenty – for Mary to understand all of this so young, and model it, and sustain this pregnancy and birth Jesus into the world…well, she deserve our respect and admiration at the very least.  And some would say she deserves considerably more…


Those were surely the sentiments of one of my favorite United Methodist bishops, Bishop William Boyd Grove.  He was preaching at an ordination service back East, and there was an ecumenical representative there to assist with conferring of holy orders, and this year the guest was a Roman Catholic bishop.  It was an odd year, especially for our Catholic friend, because that year there was only one male ordinand, and eight women.   And his comfort was on my bishop’s mind, I’m sure, as he launched into the best sermon on Mary I have ever heard.  He talked about Mary being the first convert – the first to hear of Jesus, direct from Gabriel’s angelic lips, and to believe in faith.  He talked about Mary being the first evangelist, the first to offer Jesus to the world, to share the good news in the most time-honored way, for unto us a son is given.  He talked about Mary being the first disciple, too, the first follower of Jesus.  And that Roman Catholic fellow was just about to burst with pride and admiration when Bishop Grove dropped the bomb…with a Cheshire cat grin, my bishop concluded by saying that, in light of all this, it was just as right as rain for women to serve in ministry.  It was the most natural thing, based on Mary’s example, he said, for women to get ordained.  And it is only by the grace of God that we allow men to be ordained at all!  

Well, there was leaping and dancing in the ordination hall that day, my friends…people just went nuts with joy and a brimming awareness that what the Bishop had said was deeply true.  All the gifts we value in pastors are abundantly occurring in women, although sometimes they show up in guys, too.  Mary’s deep intuitive knowing about the nature of God and what that means for us seems to follow along the gender lines pretty well; women who follow Jesus really get this stuff.  Mary and her sisters through time help us all to not grow weary in the works of goodness that are both our calling and our legacy.  Mary and women everywhere help us keep justice and fairness and balance front and center, and help remind us that these can never become peripheral in our faith.  It is scandalous but not surprising that Christian expressions dominated by bullying maleness always seem to devalue justice and fairness and balance. Another mystery solved, eh? In our post-modern age, where relationships are configured electronically more often than in person, and society needs a good swat on the behind, we need Mary.  We have plenty of old Josephs standing around taking up space in the manger, but what we need is a mom.  Plenty of stubborn old uncles and dads - Congress comes to mind – but what we need is a mom.  


In just a click over forty-eight hours we will be together again for the Holy Night, the celebration of Jesus’ birth, which we could just as accurately call the celebration of Mary’s faithfulness. When Mary visited Elizabeth, the baby leaped within her for joy.  I pray that when Mary visits us, that yet-unborn part of us leaps for joy, too.  Mary was the first to give Jesus to the world, but she was not the last.  He is due to be born again, in your heart and in mine, and to continue his transforming work in the world through the agency of us.  Amen.
