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of Advent
Date: December 16, 2009
Sermon Title:  Magnificent Magnificat

Mary's song of praise
my soul magnifies the Lord
a "great” reversal

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

There are times when the reading of a Bible passage seems to be completely
disconnected with the message of the text. It happens most often for me at weddings,
when one of the lessons is from the 13" chapter of First Corinthians. You know which
lesson I mean: Paul’s lofty, poetic commentary on love. In most cases, the lesson is read
by a sweet young person, with a soft, lovely voice. It makes this chapter sound like the
text of one of those touching Hallmark greeting cards.

But it completely misses the point. Paul is writing to a group of Corinthian
Christians, and he is hopping mad. Their gatherings have been marked by division and
disunity, which Paul interprets as an affront to the Holy Spirit. And so, as though
banging on his writing desk, and speaking through clenched teeth, he writes: “Love is
patient! Love is kind! Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude! It does not
insist on its own way! It is not irritable or resentful! It does not rejoice in wrongdoing!” I
always find myself smiling at the disconnect between the sweet young thing who usually
reads this lesson, and the angry apostle who wrote to try and reign in this congregation
which had gone nearly out of control.

The other example of Biblical disconnect, for me, is this evening’s text. We are in
the first chapter of Luke, towards the very beginning of the story. The angel Gabriel has
visited Zechariah, announcing that he and Elizabeth will raise a child who will prepare
the people for the Lord. Zechariah responds in disbelief, so Gabriel strikes him mute, and
Elizabeth becomes pregnant. In a parallel account, Gabriel visits Mary, announces that
she and Joseph will raise a child who will become the Savior. Mary’s initial response is
almost identical to Zechariah's, but Gabriel reassures her, and tells her about Elizabeth.
So Mary travels to visit her relative, greets her at the door, and Elizabeth’s child leaps in
the womb, which occasions this song of praise we call the Magnificat.

It is a touching scene. These two women; both having received messages from an
angel; both carrying within themselves babies who will grow up and change the course
of history; both leaning on each other for support in a strange and frightening, yet
hopeful time. And the beauty of this moment is reflected in the first five verses of this
song. Mary’s spirit rejoices. God looks on her with favor. All generations call her blessed.
God has done great things. God’s hame is holy and God’s mercy is profound.

That is where the disconnect begins. Because all of a sudden, this lovely, gentle
song turns into a pronouncement of social upheaval.
The proud will be scattered.
The powerful brought down from their thrones.
The lowly lifted up.
The hungry filled with good things.
The rich sent away empty.

What was, at least for a moment, a moving
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of a sudden turns into a prophetic announcement of God’s intent to completely turn the order of this world on
its head. Sweet, innocent, young Mary is the one to announce that in Jesus of Nazareth, God will work to lift
up the lowly and fill the hungry with good things; but also to scatter the proud, bring down the powerful from
their thrones, and send the rich away empty.

Do you see the disconnect that I notice every Wednesday evening when we sing this song? Especially
when we are using Holden Evening Prayer, the song is so quiet and soothing and lovely. Yet the message
seems distressing, especially for those of us who live in the world of hew automobiles, comfortable homes, full
cupboards, high-speed internet, and cable television. We are tempted to think that these comforts are
blessings from God, visited upon us because of our extraordinary faithfulness, or at least because of God’s
remarkable goodness. Entire religious systems have been created to support this kind of thinking — some even
masquerading as Christian faith.

Mary knows better, and truly, so do we. Our God is not just a God of the wealthy and the prosperous,
but is God of the whole world. And through these words from the mother of our Lord, we are called to use our
wealth and power in ways that promote justice and righteousness in this world. We are to work with God in
seeing that the lowly are lifted up, and the hungry are fed with good things. In other words: we are to be bold
in our support of Covenant Cupboard, Lutheran Family Services, Habitat for Humanity, the ELCA World Hunger
Appeal and Selian Lutheran Hospital. We are to reach out in compassion to those in our neighborhoods and in
our circles of friends who are in need. We are to be the presence of Christ in this world, not in order to
appease God, or to assuage our own consciences, but simply because we are the church that follows Christ,
and as such, we continue to do the work he began in this world. What it means to be the church that follows
Christ, is to live with compassion and generosity and self-giving love as he did. That’s the nature of it.

This morning, I received a letter from Rainbow Trail Lutheran Camp. In that letter was a passage from a
Bible study one of its former employees had written about a year ago. It included these words:

I love to serve, and have been incredibly blessed in the name of Jesus to serve all over the world.
But I have learned a very valuable lesson throughout the years. I used to serve for me. I loved feeling
good about helping others. It was a selfish kind of serving and going. I loved the thrill of the experience
and the excitement. While these are great things, they eventually began to lose their appeal to me.
Because I was serving for myself and not for God I began to lose interest and have a bad attitude at
times. God has really changed my heart throughout the years, and has reminded me again and again
that it is not about serving, it is about serving God. We have been called to a life of service not for
ourselves, but for God. We serve to honor God..."

We serve one another and the world around us not to appease God, and not in the vain hope of what
we'll get out of serving. We serve, because that is what it means to live in Christ’'s name. We serve because,
as Mary understood so early on, God'’s desire is to meet the needs of those who are suffering. The lowly; the
hungry; and as Jesus later would teach us: those who are hungry, unknown, naked, sick and imprisoned.
Mary’s Magnificat provides a glimpse into the life of faith. God has done great things. We rejoice, and realize
how blessed we are. Then we join with God, as we pursue justice and righteousness in this world.

So let’s sing this Magnificat together with Mary — this time enjoying the great work Marty Haugen has
done in creating a melody that touches our hearts, but also being inspired by Mary’s vision of what her son will
teach us about being faithful to God. May both the melody we sing and the message we hear make our hearts
sing. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor
Gospel Lesson; English Text:

3911 those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, ** where she
entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. ** When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the

' Former Assistant Director Dave Gunnlaugsson, quoted in a December 15, 2009 letter from Dave Jarvis (Executive Director of Rainbow Trail Lutheran
~ Camp - www.rainbowtrail.org).
" A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Lectionary.aspx
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child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit *>and exclaimed with a loud cry,

“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? * For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting,
the child in my womb leaped for joy. * And blessed is she who believed that there would be a
fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”

% And Mary said,
“My soul magnifies the Lord,
*and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,

“Bfor 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.

*®His mercy is for those who fear him
from generation to generation.
>'He has shown strength with his arm;
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.
>?He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
and lifted up the lowly;
>3he has filled the hungry with good things,
and sent the rich away empty.
>*He has helped his servant Israel,
in remembrance of his mercy,
>>according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” ™

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:

139 AvxoTROX O€ MXpLAM €V THIG NUEPXKLS TRUTHLG ETTOPELON ELG TRV OPELVAV METX OTTOLDRC
€LC TTOALV 1008, 40 KL ELORABEV €LC TOV OLKOV ZaXXXPLOU KXL NOTIROXTO TNV EALOKPBET. 41 KL €YEVETO
WG KOULOEV TOV XOTIXOMOV THC Mapiag N EALOKBET, €EakipTnoev TO Bpédog ev TH KON XUTAG, KKL
ETTARCTON TIVEOUXTOC XYoL 1 EALOGBET, 42 KXl XVEDWVNOEV KPXLYH MEYXAN KXL ELTTEV - €DAOYNUEVN
oL €V YUVXLELY KXL EDAOYNUEVOC O KXPTTOC TAC KOWALXG T0U. 43 kXL TTOBev pot TodTo vax ABn i uATNp
To0 KUPLOUL MOUL TTPOC EME; 44 1BOD YXP WG EYEVETO N pwvr ToD XOTT’ROUOD COUL €L TR WTK MOV,
€EOKLPTNOEV €V XYXAALKOEL TO BPp€DOC €V TH KOLALX MOU. 45 KXL MXKXPLX N TILOTELOKOX TL OTKL
TEAELWOLC TOLG AeAXANMEVOLC XUTA TTXPX KLPLOUL. 46 KL €lTTeV MaxpLdi - MeyoxADVEL 1) YUXH MOL TOV
KOPLOV, 47 KL AYXAAXOEV TO TIVEOUX MOU ETTL TW BeW) TW CWTAPL MOV, 48 OTL ETTERBAEPEV ETTL THV
TTelvwoy TAG 500ANE xVTOD. 180U Y&p &TTO ToO VOV HXKXPLODOLV HE TTROXL XL YEVEXL, 49 OTL
ETTOLNOEV HOL HEYKAX O SUVATOC. KXL YLOV TO VOMX XUTOD, 50 kXl TO A€o x0TOD €LG YEVEXG KL
YEVEXC TOLC doBoupEVOLE xVTOV. 51 ETToinoev kp&Tog €v Bpaxiovt x0TOD, SLETKOPTTLOEV
OTTEPNDEVOLC dLvoix KXpdIXG XUTWV - 52 KKOEINEV DUVAOTHC XTTO BPOVWV KXL PWOEV TRTTELVOUC,
53 TTELVWVTHG EVETTANTEV XYXOWV KXL TTAOUTOOVTXC EEXTTECTELAEV KEVOUGC. 54 XvTEAKBETO TopanA
TTXd0¢ xVOTO0D, HVNOBAVL EAEOLC, 55 KXOWC EAXANTEV TTPOC TOUC TIXTEPKC NUWV, TW ABpodu KoL
TW OTTEPUXTL XOTOD ELC TOV XLWVKX. v

il St, Luke 1:39-55, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the
United States of America).

v St. Luke 1:39-55, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983,
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



