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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.’ 

 

 
The one word most often used to describe this time of year is the word “busy.” 

This is particularly true if you are a parent of a school-aged child. Besides your own list 

of things to attend to – the end of year stuff at work, the normal management of the 

household, and attending work Christmas parties, you also have to squeeze in all of 

those “extras” for your kids, too. You’ve got their Christmas concerts to attend. 

You’ve got their class parties to bake goodies for. You’ve got their presents to shop 

for. And, the one extra that always comes this time of year, as it did this past week – 

you’ve got to buy Christmas presents for their teachers. 

Before she went to law school, Jodi was a schoolteacher. As a former teacher, she 

insisted on a particular standard for the gifts given to Chelsea and Abby’s teachers. 

Gifts needed to be something useful. So, by this standard, our gifts generally included 

caffeine. For several years, we gave six packs of bottled Coke with candy bars and 

other goodies tied to them on strands of curling ribbons. However, as the girls got 

older and the number of teachers increased, it became physically impossible for them 

to lug so many bottles and goodies to school. Nevertheless, our practical standard 

remained. So we took the easy route. We bought Starbucks gift cards for each of their 

teachers. These gift cards were placed inside lovely Christmas cards addressed to each 
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of their teachers. And then, on the last day of school before Christmas, we sent the 

cards with them to school to be distributed to their teachers. It was another item 

checked off the list in a busy holiday season. 

One night in late January of Chelsea’s ninth grade year, she was complaining that 

she couldn’t find a note card that she needed for her English assignment. After 

ignoring numerous suggestions from Jodi and me, we had finally had enough. We told 

her to pull everything out of her backpack and to go through her folders and papers to 

see if the missing card might show up. Making a big show of it, she did just that. She 

pulled every item out of her backpack. Folders, loose papers, pens, and textbooks were 

all strewn across the table. “It’s not here!” Chelsea declared. 

So, Jodi and I both went over to the table to put another set of eyes on her stuff. As 

we picked up and sorted through piles of old assignments and trash, we suddenly made 

a horrifying discovery. There, in the midst of all this stuff were the eight Christmas 

cards addressed to her teachers. 

“Chelsea! What are these still doing here? Christmas was a month ago! Why didn’t 

you give these to your teachers?” Chelsea was matter-of-fact with her answer. “None 

of them deserved it!” 

My mind was suddenly flooded with thoughts. Jodi and I would never be able to show our 

faces at Chelsea’s school again. How could we now that we were the parents who didn’t give Christmas 

gifts to the teachers. What do you mean none of them deserved it? Every teacher deserves a gift, just for 

putting up with students. These were just a few of the hundreds of different thoughts that 

flashed through my mind in mere milliseconds.  

Needless to say, there were a number of conversations with Chelsea following this 

discovery. And, over time, it has become a bit of a running joke in our family. In fact, 

when Abby came home from school this past Friday, I asked her if she gave the gifts 

to all of her teachers. She said, “Yes, even though one of them didn’t deserve it.” Who 



3 

knew that there was a scale for whether a teacher should receive a Christmas gift…? 

The truth is, Chelsea’s decision not to give Christmas cards to her teachers was based 

on her desires and not on what they deserved. Like a lot of ninth grade girls, grace was 

a difficult thing to find. 

Most of us have an idea of what grace is. Grace is unmerited kindness, courtesy, or 

clemency. Grace implies a willingness to grant favors or make concessions that aren’t 

deserved; to show a particular kind of compassion. Yet, even though we know the 

definition, we sometimes have trouble living it. Oh, we are quick to give ourselves 

grace – to allow for our tardiness, or our misspeaking, or our failure to get something 

done. But, we are not so quick to extend it to others. And that’s what mercy is. Mercy 

is grace expressed. So why is it so hard to be merciful? 

For the last three weeks we have been looking at the Magnificat, the song Mary sang 

in response to Elizabeth’s exuberant greeting on becoming aware of Mary’s pregnancy. 

Throughout this series, we have described the Magnificat 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. 

In a recent article on Mary as the first Christian – the first Christ-follower - Jennifer 

Powell McNutt and Amy Beverage Peeler suggest that the Magnificat might actually be 

described as prophecy and that Mary sings as a prophet. McNutt and Peeler note that 

she doesn’t “focus on her own good fortune alone…[Instead], she speaks truth about 

God. She affirms who God has been in the past; she foretells who God the Son will be 

in the future. God has and will put down the mighty and lift up the humble. God has 

and will fill the hungry and send the rich away empty. Luke,” they write, “puts forth 

Mary as a prophet who knows of God’s word to Israel…and knows of God’s work to 

come in her son.”i 
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That description fits each verse of the Magnificat that we have read together over the 

last three weeks. But, nowhere is the sign of prophecy more clear than in the last two 

verses of the Magnificat – verses 54 and 55: 

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.” 

 
There in these two verses are two key words – mercy and promise. These words are 

connected in an intentional way. And to understand just what God’s mercy entails, we 

have to go back to the promise God made to Abraham. 

If you were to flip back to the first book of the Bible, to Genesis chapter 12, you 

would find that God’s approach to bringing humanity back into right relationship with 

God had now shifted to one man and his descendants. It was there that: 

The Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to 
the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and 
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and the 
one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
(Genesis 12:1-4) 

 
This was the beginning of God’s covenant with Abraham. It was a promise that 

God would bless Abraham with numerous descendants and that his name would be 

made great.  And despite the fact that he was 75 years old, God’s word was enough to 

get Abraham moving. He gathered his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, all of their 

possessions, and all of their hired help, and headed west. 

After some time in Canaan and in Egypt, Abraham came back to settle in the 

Hebron Valley. It was there that, one night, the word of the Lord came to Abraham in 

a vision, reminding him again that his reward would be great. By this point, though, 

Abraham was getting concerned. How could this be so since he remained childless? 

The Lord, assuring him that his own flesh and blood would become his heir, told 
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Abraham to look at the sky. His offspring would be as numerous as the stars, the Lord 

told him. And then to prove that God would keep his word, he asked Abraham to 

bring a heifer, a goat, and a ram (15:9). Abraham did this, cutting each of these animals 

in two and arranging the halves opposite each other. This was how a covenant was 

made in those days. The two people entering into a covenant agreement would walk 

together between the halves of the animal carcasses. Symbolically, it was a way of 

saying, “May this happen to me if I break my part of the agreement. You can cut me in 

two if I don’t live up to my end of the bargain.” 

If you remember how this story unfolds, you remember that Abraham didn’t walk 

with God through the animal carcasses. He fell into a deep sleep and God, in a 

smoking firepot and blazing torch, passed between the pieces alone (15:17). This was 

huge. By walking alone, God guaranteed both sides of the covenant. God guaranteed 

God’s side of the agreement as well as Abraham’s. If Abraham failed, God would still 

keep God’s covenant with him. 

It was this understanding of covenant that Abraham and his descendants kept in 

mind. They thought that they would be destroyed if they failed to keep their end of the 

covenant. And if you were to fast forward over the next 2,000 years of the history 

recorded in the Old Testament, you would see the tension of this reality. Time-after-

time, Abraham’s descendants would cling with hope to the promise of God even as 

they fearfully realized they had failed to keep their end of the bargain. 

The Magnificat, sung 2,000 years after God had made the covenant with Abraham, 

was Luke’s way of connecting the dots. Up to this point in the Magnificat, the people of 

God didn’t expect anything good. They had been reminded of a Holy God – one who 

was so holy that he had to get rid of everything that was unholy. They had heard the 

talk of reversals – of life as they knew it being turned upside down.  Having heard 

these things, they expected God to lower the boom. 
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It seemed that Israel – Abraham’s descendants – were no longer entitled to the 

blessing God had promised. Yet, Luke has Mary give one more bit of prophetic 

wisdom. And, as she sang, Mary linked the deliverance of Israel in the coming birth of 

Jesus to the promise made to Abraham by God. What Mary said in effect was, “When 

I give birth to the Son, I am giving birth to the Saviour; the one prophesied, predicted, 

promised. He is coming. All that was promised to Abraham, all this great mercy, here it 

is, literally coming into being and into action.”ii 

Abraham’s descendants knew what they deserved from a holy God. Yet, expecting 

the worst, they got the best. Expecting a judge to come in and rule them guilty, what 

they got instead was a savior. The people received mercy in the form of a Savior. 

Mercy implies a kind of compassion that sets aside punishment even when justice 

demands it. Mercy is not getting what you deserve. Very rarely does mercy 

demonstrate common sense.iii And, that’s why it is so hard to be merciful – it doesn’t 

make sense! 

Almost ten years ago, it made no sense to Chelsea that the teachers who had been 

so unfair and unjust in their demands deserved anything nice. That’s why it was her 

desire to withhold their gifts – to not reward them with a Christmas gift that seemed 

unmerited. That’s our approach to perceived injustice. We punish by withholding what 

we have. 

But, two thousand years ago, God did the opposite. It made almost no sense that 

God would do what God did. Yet, that’s precisely what happened.  God chose grace. 

That grace is what went on inside of God when God decided, and continues to decide, 

not to deal with us as we deserve, but rather as he desires.iv And mercy is that grace 

expressed – mercy in the form of a Savior. 

I like how Eugene Peterson paraphrased the words of our scripture lesson for this 

morning: 
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He embraced his chosen child, Israel; 
    he remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high. 
It’s exactly what he promised, 
    beginning with Abraham and right up to now.v 

 
Embraced us as as child…piled on the mercy…just as he promised Abraham…and 

right up to now. It’s the “now” part that is particularly important. The mercy God 

expressed in Jesus Christ wasn’t just something done for people 2,000 years ago. It 

extends to us today. This is the promise, the truth, the joy we are going to remind 

ourselves of again in just a few days. On Tuesday night, the last words we will hear 

before we step out into the night are those of John 1 – that God became flesh and dwelt 

among us (John 1:14). What we will remember again this Christmas is God’s mercy 

expressed and extended to us in a savior - Jesus Christ.vi 

Wednesday is Christmas – Christ’ birthday. But unlike any other birthday 

celebration, those of us who are coming to celebrate the birthday boy are the ones who 

will be getting the gift. We will be the ones getting what we don’t expect; what we 

don’t deserve. But we can’t just take this gift and go about life as usual. The fact is, we 

can’t fully celebrate Christmas without making something clear about mercy. 

If you were to look up the word “mercy” in a dictionary, you would see that it is 

considered a noun. But, when we are talking about the mercy we find in Jesus Christ, 

what we find is an action verb. It is something God has done again and again for 

God’s people. And, what that means is that mercy has to be an action for us as well - 

something we express again and again. As recipients of the gift of mercy, our task is to 

make the mercy of God – Jesus Christ – visible and tangible. 

We do just that when we forgive someone who doesn’t deserve it. We do that when 

we make the first move to reconcile with a family member who has hurt us. We do 

that when we mow the lawn of the guy who routinely turns us in to the Homeowners 
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Association for having one weed. Or perhaps it’s doing what Arleen Spenceley says is 

the ultimate tangible expression of mercy - cleaning someone else’s bathroom. They’ll 

know you’ve seen the kind of mess that they can create – and they’ll know that you 

love them anyway.vii  

In other words, mercy isn’t something just reserved for this time of year. It has to 

be done again and again, all year round. That’s what keeps Christmas from becoming 

just like our birthdays – just another date on the calendar. Christmas is an expression 

of God’s mercy to us everyday. It is not designed to be a chronological expression but 

a transformational expression. What we remember and celebrate on Wednesday should 

shape who we are the rest of the year – when we do something kind for a stranger in 

February; when, in May, we are behind that person in the checkout line whose card 

won’t swipe, or who can’t find her coupons, or whose toddler is having a meltdown; 

when we surprise someone with something they didn’t expect in the middle of July… 

That’s when the good news of the gospel gets seen by others. 

So, with that in mind, let me be the first to wish you a mercy Christmas…and to trust 

that you know how to respond. 
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