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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. 
 

 
This first section of the sermon was shared by Zetty, one of FCC’s children: 

 

This morning’s worship featured something that doesn’t happen every week. Just a few minutes 

ago, my friends and I in the Grow in Grace choir sang in worship. The song we sang is one of nine 

songs that will be sung in worship today. Singing can be an important way to tell a story. 

Two weeks ago, Pastor Mark told us about how the Gospel of Luke includes several songs in 

the first two chapters. Zechariah sings when his son John is born. The angels sing of peace and 

goodwill when they share their “good news of great joy” with the shepherds. And Simeon sings his 

song of farewell once he has seen God’s promises to Israel kept in the Christ child. 

Many times, singing is an act of joy. Singing can also be an act of friendship. But, sometimes, 

singing is an act of resistance.i 

For example, in the nineteenth century, slaves sang spirituals that both praised God and 

protested those who locked them out of worship. Spirituals like Go Down Moses drew comparisons 

between the plight of enslaved African Americans and the plight of enslaved Hebrews in the Bible. 

Likewise, in the twentieth century, the song, We Shall Overcome, became the anthem of the civil 

rights movement, speaking of the future advance of justice. And, both ends of the spectrum sang 

protest songs during the Vietnam War. On one end were songs like Blowin’ in the Wind and Fortunate 

Son, while on the other end were the Ballad of the Green Berets and an Okie from Muskogee. 
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Songs of protest and resistance speak about a different reality. They draw attention to current 

realities in hopes of turning them upside down. The same is true with the song we are focusing on 

this Advent – Mary’s Magnificat. And to tell us more about that – and to tell you why I got to preach 

this morning – is Pastor Mark. 

 
Dr. Mark Bender: 
 

Truly I say to you, 
whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall never enter it. 

 
I asked Zetty to start the sermon this morning because it was a great example of turning things 

upside-down. It’s actually a practice that dates back to medieval days. To emphasize the upside-

down aspect of Advent, the practice of enthroning a child as a bishop for a day became a 

commonplace practice in Catholic churches as early as the year 1222. The purpose behind this 

practice was to teach a congregation that children were crucial to the life of the church…but also to 

illustrate the words of the Magnificat in a physical way: “He has brought down the powerful from 

their thrones, and lifted up the lowly.” (Luke 1:52).ii In the same way, the surprise of having Zetty 

start the sermon was to illustrate just how much the Magnificat was about bringing about a new and 

unexpected reality. 

Earlier in this worship series, I noted that E. Stanley Jones called the Magnificat the most 

revolutionary document in the world. I shared that the Magnificat was considered so revolutionary 

that for a period during the 1980s, the government of Guatemala banned its public recitation.iii I 

also recently discovered that during World War II, William Temple, the Archbishop of Canterbury 

cautioned Anglican missionaries in India not to read the Magnificat in public for fear that its 

politically inflammatory words would foment a violent revolution there. It seems you don’t have to 

look far to find examples of the Magnificat being stifled for fear of an uprising. 

So what is it that makes this song so revolutionary? Certainly, the fact that it was a young 

woman that God chose for an important task was radical by first century sensibilities. And, the fact 

that God had done great things for her, and not for the patriarch of her family, could be portrayed 

as somewhat progressive for that day. But, do either of those things rise to the level of a ban or a 

muzzling? Maybe there’s something more…? 
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Two weeks ago, we rejoiced along with Mary that we have a savior. Last week, we recognized 

that this saving God is both holy and merciful. This morning, it’s what this saving, holy, merciful 

God did with his arm that illustrates the concrete nature of revolution: 

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; 
he has filled the hungry with good things, 
    and sent the rich away empty. 

 
Showing strength; scattering the proud; taking down the powerful; sending the rich away – these 

are all things that might be threatening to those in control of the status quo. And then, to upset the 

apple cart further by lifting up the lowly and filling the hungry with good things – that’s adding fuel 

to the fires of insurrection. 

But, again – why these words? These aren’t the only inflammatory words in the Bible. The 

prophets of the Old Testament proclaimed similar reversals of fortune for the powerful, rich, and 

proud. The Gospels are filled with Jesus choosing to relate to the powerless and lowly over the 

lifestyles of the rich and famous. So, why the censorship and gag orders? I believe the answer to 

this begins with the fact that the Magnificat is a song. 

A song can put into words what we are often incapable of expressing on our own. After all, a 

good song captures both a succinct, rational message and the emotional passion that surrounds that 

message. It tells a story to the mind while stirring the heart and awakening the limbs to action. A 

song does more than what text alone can do. 

For example, I could read you the text of the Spirit of Aggieland this morning, but it is a wholly 

different experience to be singing “We are the Aggies, the Aggies are we…” with 100,000 other 

maroon-clad Aggies, accompanied by the bold sounds of more than 400 members of the Fightin’ 

Texas Aggie Band. I could read you the text to Climb Every Mountain from The Sound of Music, but to 

hear Mother Superior belt it out in full soprano glory just makes you want to climb every mountain; ford 

every stream; follow every rainbow; ‘till you find your dream. Music often powerfully expresses the emotion 

that goes with the words - that can’t be captured merely with words. 

Several weeks ago, following the Cowboys game, 60 Minutes aired a piece about the protests that 

are currently taking place in Hong Kong. As they detailed the months-long battle the protestors 
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have been waging against the policies of mainland China, they noted a recent development that has 

arisen at protest gatherings. A new four-verse song is now being sung by thousands of people 

gathering at shopping malls, football matches, and parks. This song called Glory to Hong Kong was 

written by a local musician in his 20s who only wanted to be identified as Thomas. Thomas told 

reporters that the protestors were growing tired and weary after months of protests. That’s why he 

wrote a song that he hoped would unite Hong Kongers and boost public morale. And, according to 

the songwriter, it is having the desired effect. Now as they sing together, there is new life in the 

movement and protesters seem to have been re-energized.iv The song was bringing them together 

in ways their cries and posters could not. 

This is why the Magnificat is seen as revolutionary. Mary’s song united those who had 

experienced division and exploitation, humility and oppression. It gave them a shared message of 

hope. It gave voice and new energy to those who heard its lyrics as good news. And not just for 

those in the first century. Mary’s voice echoes through the years with a refrain of hope, joy, and the 

coming orientating actions of justice. She voices the hearts and minds of generations of people for 

whom injustice has long been the norm. 

In these three verses of Mary’s song, we see a picture of a moral revolution, a social revolution, 

and an economic revolution. It pictures an overthrow of the social structure and the overturning of 

systems of exploitation. Three short verses of song rally around the promise of a better tomorrow 

morally, socially, and economically. 

But, what sometimes gets missed in these three verses is the picture of a spiritual revolution, 

also. Those whose spiritual temperament is activism hear in these verses echoes of the beatitude 

captured in the Gospel of Luke: Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of heaven (Luke 6:20). 

However, those whose spiritual temperament is pietism hear echoes of Matthew’s version of the 

beatitude: Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:3). It’s not the fact 

that there are variations in this beatitude that need to be considered. Jesus said similar things on 

different occasions. No, what needs to be considered is what you do about it. 

Those with an activist temperament hear Luke’s version - Blessed are the poor, for yours is the 

kingdom of heaven – and hear it as a call to action; a call to social justice. The poverty is literal, and it 

sends activists to Interfaith Outreach, to Southwest Good Samaritan Ministries in the Rio Grande 

Valley, and to elementary schools with coats and thanksgiving baskets. On the other hand, those 
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with a pietistic temperament hear Matthew’s version - Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven – and hear it as a call to conversion. The poverty that is referenced is spiritual, and 

it sends pietists to worship, Bible Study, and spiritual retreats. 

This isn’t the only part of the Magnificat that speaks to both temperaments. Mary sang about 

how the hungry will be filled with good things. Activists hear that phrase and immediately think of 

Matthew 25: 

‘For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink…’ ‘Truly I tell 
you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’ 

 

This leads activists to soup kitchens, to the Mustang Pantry, and to support the Heifer project. The 

hungry need to be filled… 

However, when pietists hear Mary sing about the hungry being filled with good things, they hear 

the beatitude in Matthew 5: Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

They see starvation as something spiritual – that those who are hungry are hungering for the Bread 

of Life – the word of God. This leads them to Bible Study, teaching, and prayer. 

And that’s not all…When Mary sings of the powerful being brought down from their thrones, 

activists picture oppressive rulers being removed from power and the eradication of systemic 

structures which enable things like the exploitive practices of tax collectors in the first century. 

Pietists, on the other hand, hear a song: 
 

Zacchaeus was a wee little man, and a wee little man was he; 
He climbed up in a sycamore tree, for the Lord he wanted to see; 
And as the savior passed that way, he looked up in the tree; 
And he said: “Zacchaeus! You come down!” 
For I’m going to your house today. 

 
Those with a pietistic temperament see the powerful being brought down as a call to relationship 

with God – just as Jesus called Zacchaeus into relationship. 

The fact is, both temperaments are right. Both calls are biblical. The natural inclinations of both 

dispositions are asked of all of us as Christians. The Magnificat is both a moral and economic and 

social revolution and a spiritual revolution. And, you can’t truly have one without the other. Social 

justice calls for giving a cool drink of water in Jesus name, and conversion calls not just for prayer 
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from the sidelines, but rolling up one’s sleeves and getting hip deep, elbow deep, shoulder deep in 

the life of another. 

As we have pointed out throughout this series, the Magnificat serves as a magnifying glass. It 

takes different aspects of God and helps enlarge those aspects so that we might see God more 

clearly and relate to God more directly. And, what we see more expansively and broadly in the 

Magnificat this morning is a call to love neighbor as self – breaking down the systems and attitudes 

which separate us from each other - and a call to love God with heart, soul, and strength – breaking 

down the barriers that prevent us and others from experiencing a fuller relationship with God. 

That’s why, whether you are an activist or a pietist, you need to sing protest songs this Advent 

and Christmas. You need to sing: 

 
Come, thou long-expected Jesus, born to set thy people free; 

from our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in thee.v 
 
You need to hear the call to both head and heart found in the second verse of It Came Upon A 

Midnight Clear, which speaks to those who have been weighed down by oppression and injustice. 

 
And you, beneath life’s crushing load, 

Whose forms are bending low, 
Who toil along the climbing way 

With painful steps and slow; 
Look now, for glad and golden hours 

Come swiftly on the wing; 
Oh, rest beside the weary road 

And hear the angels sing!vi 
 

Whether you lean activist or lean pietist, you need to be reminded of the ends to which the son of 

Mary was willing to go in order to cast the mighty down from their thrones and to lift up the lowly. 

Perhaps the best example of this comes in What Child is This. The second verse begins: 

 
Why lies he in such mean estate 
Where ox and ass are feeding? 

Good Christian, fear: for sinners here 
The silent Word is pleading. 
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But instead of singing, “This, this is Christ the king…,” the original refrain to What Child is This 

answered the question: 

 
Nails, spear shall pierce him through, 

The cross he borne for me, for you; 
Hail, hail the word made flesh, 
The babe, the son of Mary!vii 

 
That’s the depth to which God in Jesus Christ would go to change things – to turn expectations 

upside down. And, if your natural inclination is to act, consider how you can slow down long 

enough to ensure that you are not doing things by your own strength, but by your life-giving 

relationship with Jesus Christ. And, if your natural inclination is prayerful reflection and meditation, 

consider how Christ might be pushing you into the world to address the real hurts and suffering 

with love. This Advent season, those two things just might be the act that sparks a revolution…in 

you and in the world. 
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