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46 And Mary said, 
‘My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47   and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, 
48 for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. 
   Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
   and holy is his name. 
50 His mercy is for those who fear him 
   from generation to generation. 
51 He has shown strength with his arm; 
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
   and lifted up the lowly; 
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, 
   and sent the rich away empty. 
54 He has helped his servant Israel, 
   in remembrance of his mercy, 
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
   to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’  
56 And Mary remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home. 

 

 
Earlier this year, my optometrist asked me a question. It was the same question he 

asked me at my annual checkup last year. “Are you having trouble reading with your 

contacts in?” He wasn’t talking about reading street signs or billboards off in the 

distance. He was talking about my ability to read something up close – my ability to 

read a book in my hands or a paper in front of me. 

It turns out that I have reached a magic age. In optometry circles, 45 is the average 

age at which we begin to lose the ability to quickly focus on the things right in front of 

us. While our eyes might be able to see things in a distance with rapid clarity, once we 
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reach 45, my optometrist said, it takes more time for our eyes to adjust and to focus on 

those things right in front of us. 

Fortunately, both years, I was able to tell my eye doctor that I hadn’t noticed any 

problems with my up-close focus. He was pleased by that, but was quick to point out 

that the day is coming. Eventually, I’m going to need help to see things both far away 

and up close with the same speed and clarity. 

Today is the First Sunday of Advent. It also marks the beginning of a new church 

year – a new liturgical year. Just as some of you in the corporate world have fiscal years 

that are different from the calendar year, or as those of you in education circles have 

school years that differ from the calendar year, the liturgical calendar of the church also 

varies from the calendar year. Rather than beginning a new year on January 1, the new 

liturgical year begins four Sundays prior to Christmas. 

For some, it seems strange to begin a new year on a random Sunday. This year, the 

new liturgical year begins at the beginning of a new month. But last year, the new 

church year began on December 2 and next year, in 2020, the new liturgical year begins 

on November 29. Given the fluidity of this date, why not start the year on Christmas 

Day? 

There’s good reason. The fact is, we need some time to get ready for Christmas. 

Just as the preparatory season of Lent precedes Easter, Christmas is preceded by a time 

of preparation: Advent. In some circles of the church, Advent is known as “Winter 

Lent.” Advent is designed not to be four weeks of Christmas parties and caroling and 

shopping for gifts to give on Christmas Day, but to focus us on celebrating the coming 

of the Word, Jesus Christ, in whom God’s saving purposes are realized. In other 

words, Advent serves as a vision checkup – one that asks the question: “Are we 

prepared to see what will soon come our way?” Since so much of this season has 
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become about reindeer and stockings, Hallmark movies and holiday cards, we need a 

corrective lens to help us see what is going on. 

Someday soon, my optometrist tells me, the vision tool I will need to see up close 

will be bifocals. For the church, the vision tool we need to see what is coming is a 

magnifying glass. That’s why this year, during the season of Advent, we are spending 

four weeks looking at the Magnificat, which just happens to be that tool – that 

magnifying glass. 

The word, Magnificat, comes from the first word of Mary’s song. “My soul magnifies 

the Lord,” Mary sang. In the original Latin translation, Magnificat is the first word of 

our scripture lesson this morning from Luke 1. However, in eastern Christianity, this 

song is called the Ode of the Theotokos. Theotokos means God-bearer and is a title for 

Mary. What we call the Magnificat, they call the song of the God-bearer. But whatever 

you call it, it’s inclusion in the prenatal narratives of the gospel is intentional. 

Unlike the Old Testament – particularly the Psalms – the New Testament doesn’t 

record many songs. But the first two chapters of Luke are an exception. Here we find 

four songs: Zechariah’s song; Simeon’s song; the song of the heavenly host, and 

Mary’s song – the Magnificat. Each is designed to slow down the action to allow us to 

ponder its meaning.i 

So what do we see when we slow down to examine the Magnificat? Like a magnifying 

glass, the Magnificat takes different aspects of God and helps enlarge those aspects so 

that we might see God more clearly and relate to God more directly. It helps us see the 

God who is there. It helps us see the God who spoke and acted in the history of Israel. 

It helps us see the God whose dealings with God’s people are now the sacred record 

of Scripture. 

That’s because Mary’s Magnificat is a collection of Biblical themes and references. 

Every line of it draws from multiple sources from throughout the Old Testament. As 
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such, it makes clear the pattern of God’s activity – what God has been about doing, 

and what God continues to do. It also praises God for the goodness of God’s nature 

and the redemption that Israel and the church have experienced.ii And there, in the 

longest speech placed on the lips of any woman in the whole New Testament, we find 

Mary coming to a realization. She is just beginning to realize that what God had 

spoken through Abraham and his offspring was what God was doing in and through 

her. The Magnificat gives us Mary on the fault line between what she had been and what 

she is becoming.iii 

The Gospel of Luke opens with two separate storylines. One storyline features an 

angel appearing to Zechariah the priest, telling him that he and his wife Elizabeth 

would soon have a son. They were to name him John, and he would turn many of the 

people of Israel to the Lord their God (1:16). The other storyline features the angel 

Gabriel appearing to a young woman named Mary, telling her that she had found favor 

with God. She would soon bear a son that was to be named Jesus, and he will be called 

the Son of the Most High, reigning over the house of Jacob forever (1:31-33). 

Following the appearance of the angel Gabriel, these two story strands are woven 

together. In an episode commonly referred to as the Visitation, Mary goes to visit 

Elizabeth. In her book on praying the Magnificat, Marci Alborghetti imagines the scene: 

The girl stood at the edge of the small clearing. It was a pretty village, set among the hills of 

Judea…In many ways, it was a different country almost. She had been traveling for almost four 

days now, and the change had been gradual. She was tired, so tired. And afraid.  Just a little 

afraid. Well, maybe more than a little. It had been some time since she’d visited this place, where 

her aging relative Elizabeth lived with her even older husband, Zechariah. The homes in this 

village were set out nicely; they looked inviting. It was easier to make a life here, she thought, than 

at home. 
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The girl began to walk slowly toward a particular dwelling. She came to the doorway and stood 

there, hesitating. Then she saw Elizabeth, and a soft sign of joyful relief passed through her lips. 

The older woman inside, hand on her back, belly distended with the child she bore despite her 

advanced years, peered at the girl in the dim light, her eyes straining, first in curiosity, then disbelief, 

then pleasure. She hurried as best she could, waddling a bit, toward the girl who stood rooted to the 

spot, not out of rudeness…but something else. 

Abruptly, Elizabeth stopped, and her hand moved from her back to her belly. Her eyes 

widened, and the arm she had extended to embrace Mary froze in the air. She gasped, though not 

in pain, as Mary watched closely, hopefully. If Mary hadn’t prevented her, Elizabeth would have 

fallen to her knees as she cried out in ecstasy, “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 has come to 

me? For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy.” 

[And] unable to contain herself, Elizabeth embraced her young relative with great exuberance… 

As Elizabeth holds her, the past few days, the past few months all seem to overwhelm her…It 

is all true, what the angel had said, and now Mary, at first delighted to see the truth in Elizabeth’s 

body and words, begins to wonder what it all really means… 

With Mary resting in her arms, Elizabeth [also] found herself wondering. There was more here 

than God granting her and Zechariah the mercy of a son late in life. Merely removing her shame 

and giving her personal cause to rejoice was not the primary intention of the Almighty. 

Mary inhaled slowly…suddenly, the confusion and uncertainty that had only partly banished by 

Elizabeth’s welcome dissipated. Mary felt a surge of power. It was abrupt, as though she had been 

pierced by lightning from the sky, yet allowed to survive and flourish in the living energy. She 

straightened, feeling her body obey the strength that somehow seemed to be hers. Elizabeth, who’d 

been bearing her up, now felt Mary’s strong, young hands grasp her arms. When Elizabeth looked 

into her eyes, she saw an exultation that surpassed even that which she and Zechariah had felt at 

her pregnancy.iv …And Mary sang: 
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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. 

 

Alborghetti suggests that it was there with Elizabeth that Mary began to fully realize 

for the first time just how much her life had changed – and would continue to change. 

(MSR) But, it wasn’t just Mary. It was also Elizabeth who began to understand the 

enormity of what is happening. The marvel of God’s plan. Alborghetti beautifully 

assesses the situation: 

 

They are passing through the last moments when they will rejoice solely in their own personal 

happiness, the very human pride and joy of bringing new life into the world…They will 

eventually surrender what is so very personal and accept that God has chosen them as the 

vehicles by which he will transform the world. (MSR) 

 

It’s that “world transformation” that caused E. Stanley Jones to call the Magnificat 

the most revolutionary document in the world. In these ten verses of Mary’s song, we 

see a picture of a moral revolution, a social revolution, and an economic revolution. In 

fact, the Magnificat was considered so revolutionary that for a period during the 1980s, 

the government of Guatemala banned its public recitation.v 

The Jews of the first century were looking for world transformation. The Hebrew 

people had spent centuries being passed around and exploited by those in power. They 

now found themselves under the boot of Rome. Their economic burden was immense 

and their freedom was minute. They were looking for something or someone who 

would change their fortunes. 
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Fortunately, today, things are so much better. We have smart phones and smart 

homes, clean water, indoor plumbing. We aren’t as barbaric as the first century 

Romans with their crucifixions and torture, or as corrupt as their tax collectors and 

politicians. 

Yes, things are better…except for computer viruses and electronic spying. It seems 

everything about us is out there for the world to see and exploit. 

Yes, things are better…except for gun violence and domestic violence, terrorism 

and extreme division. It seems our whole lives are characterized by uncertainty, 

uneasiness, and fear. 

Truth be told, we are in the same condition as the Jews at that time. We are 

disappointed, disillusioned, and cynical.vi We are in the same condition – in need of a 

savior. And we can try to right all the wrongs by ourselves, or we, like Mary, can 

rejoice that we have a savior. 

New Testament scholar Alan Culpepper sums it up well: 

 

“To confess that God is our Savior means that we will not look to some other 

power for salvation from the chaos we have created. Neither technology nor 

social progress, neither education nor legislated reforms will deliver us in and of 

themselves from meaningless lives, amoral secularism, and the various forms of 

degradation that are rampant in society. God may use any of these processes, but 

the basis of our trust, hope, and commitment should be clear: God is our 

Savior.”vii 

 

The Magnificat is a prelude to the entire gospel – a gospel of good news that says we 

have a savior. Mary’s song emphasizes the reversal that is breaking in with the advent 

of Jesus. The proud are brought down and the lowly are raised up. The hungry are 
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filled and the rich are sent away empty. We will look at some of these specific reversals 

in the coming weeks. But, what makes these reversals possible are the truths revealed 

in verses 46-48. God’s choice of Mary is the evidence that these reversals have already 

begun.viii 

We’ve begun the rush towards Christmas. Each day that passes is filled from 

morning to evening with activities and the busyness of the season. The shopping days 

count down as our commitments count up. It is easy to find ourselves overwhelmed, 

disappointed, disillusioned, and cynical. 

But each day that passes is also filled with opportunities. Opportunities to sing with 

Mary a profoundly personal, yet reflective song of a universal longing among Israel’s 

children: We belong to God, and you have better believe that our God will save us. God has done it 

before and God will do it again. Opportunities to hold a magnifying glass up to our 

activities and commitments, to see just how much we need a savior. Opportunities to 

look for the salvation that God has promised. Opportunities to sing for joy over what 

God is already doing among us. Opportunities to see again the work of restoration 

God is carrying out in the human family – the whole human family. And opportunities 

for us to join in that work.ix 

What God has done for Mary anticipates what God will do for us and for the whole 

world. And as we make our way towards Christmas, all we have to do is adjust our eyes 

and clearly focus on that reality that’s right in front of us. 
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