Sermon Luke 1:39-55 Advent 4C – 22/12/24
Sermon videolink: https://youtu.be/ZIuZa_2YrBY

At the end of the Second World War, the Soviet Union was given control over a quarter of Germany, which became known as East Germany. For the next four decades, East Germany was ruled with an iron fist by the Soviet Union through their proxies in the Socialist Party. It appeared that nothing could free East Germany from Soviet control.

In 1982, Pastor Christian Führer began organizing weekly “peace prayers” every Monday at St. Nicolai Church in Leipzig. This church is about 500 metres from Thomaskirche or St. Thomas Church where Johann Sebastian Bach worked as the music director. 

A big part of the prayer meetings included the singing of hymns and song. One of the hymns regularly sung was Luther’s “Grant peace, we pray in mercy, Lord.” (LH 866).

By 1989, attendance at the peace prayers had grown and people would march peacefully through the streets of Leipzig after the prayer services. Soon the numbers reached the 1000’s. On October 9, 1989, 70000 people walked peacefully through Leipzig. The military and police positioned around the city did not intervene. Within a month, on 9 November 1989, the demonstrations had spread throughout East Germany, and the Berlin Wall fell. Few people would have imagined that communist rule would fail so spectacularly and so peacefully.

Songs are powerful. A song can transport you back decades, often to key events that occurred when you were listening to or singing that song. Perhaps a hymn or song transports you back to Sunday school or your confirmation. Christmas carols transport me back to the many Christmas Eves, at home with our children, opening gifts with the Carols playing in the background on the TV. The same carols will I am sure also bring grief this Christmas at the loss of our daughter. Certain songs may take you back to your teenage years, your first love, or perhaps back to the funeral of a loved one. 

Luke understands that songs are powerful. The first chapters of the Gospel according to Luke contains four songs. There is the song of Zechariah, sung upon the birth of his son John, which begins with, “Praise be to the Lord” (Luke 1:67, NIV). This is a song of praise and thanksgiving, a song of prophecy about John’s role in preparing the way for the Lord. 

There is the song of the angels, who appear as the birth of the Messiah is announced to the shepherds on Christmas Eve and sing, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests” (2:14). 

There is the Song of Simeon sung by the old man as he held the baby Jesus in the temple courts. The same song we sometimes sing after we have held Jesus in our hands during the Lord’s Supper, which begins with the words, “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace.” 

Today we hear the first of these four songs, sung by an ordinary girl from a backwater town who had recently found out she was having a baby even though she was a virgin. This song begins with the words, “My soul magnifies the Lord” (Luke 1:46, NRSV). In the Latin translation magnifies is the first word that is why this song is often referred to as the Magnificat. 

When did Mary sing this song?

Mary had been minding her own business at home, maybe dreaming about her future marriage and life with Joseph her fiancé. Suddenly, she was visited by the angel Gabriel. She is told that she will have a child conceived by the Holy Spirit who will be the Son of the Most High God. She is also told that her relative Elizabeth, who has been unable to bear children, is six months pregnant. Immediately after the angel leaves, Mary gets ready and heads to the hill country of Judea to Zechariah’s house to see Elizabeth.

As Mary enters the house and greets Elizabeth, the baby, who will grow up to be the man John the Baptist, leaps in the womb of Mary’s older relative. Filled with the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth prophesies that Mary is blessed among women because God has chosen her to carry and give birth to the Lord. Blessed because she had faith in God. This reaction from her older relative confirms Mary’s faith and filled with faith, Mary responds by singing her prophetic song. 

As Mary sings, she begins by celebrating what God has done for her. Many of those things are still in her future but in faith she regards them as already done. Her whole perspective on her life and her history has changed. No matter what difficulties she will face, faith in God’s mercy gives her hope. God has lifted her up from obscurity to become a pivotal part of God’s plan of salvation. She will never be forgotten and considered blessed for generations to come.

As we sing along with Mary, we too are reminded that no matter how bad life looks, in Baptism God has chosen us to be a part of his plan of salvation, we can trust that God is merciful and has a great future waiting for us.

Mary then continues her song by recalling all that God has done in the past for his people. God has acted in the past in very real and tangible ways. He has shown mercy to those who respect him. Those who are full of self-importance he has scattered like chaff blowing away in the wind. God has reversed people’s fortunes, pulling down the powerful and lifting up the lowly, feeding the hungry and sending away the rich. 

By faith, Mary knows God is for her, and instead of being overwhelmed and afraid of the possible future challenges she faces, as the mother of God’s Son, she manages to face that future. She faces a future of people wondering about her fidelity to Joseph. She faces a future of exile in Egypt to protect her son from Herod. She faces a future of seeing her son accused and arrested. She faces a future of sitting at the foot of a cross with her lifeless son hanging there. 

In all the trials Mary endures, Mary’s faith in God and Mary’s faith in her Son reminds her that she can count on God. God can do the impossible, and even when faced with her son’s death she does not need to grieve like those who are without hope because God can even bring the dead back to life.

Mary knows God is with her, and her song reminds us that in our everyday struggles, God is also with us. God is with us whom he has chosen in Holy Baptism. God is with us who believe Mary’s son was conceived, lived, died and rose for us. God is with us, his chosen people, active in every part of our lives. God is active in the political, the economic, the social, spiritual, and the personal. 

God is working against the plans of unjust rulers and the rule of unjust law. God is the champion of the poor and downtrodden. God is working to bring peace into our relationships. God brings us mercy and forgiveness when we fail to be the people God has called us to be. God brings joy into lives that have experienced grief and despair. 

Songs are powerful and today we give thanks for the song of Mary as it helps us to magnify the Lord our God and as it reminds us of the great things God has done and will continue to do for those who love him and trust him.  Whenever we sing this song or read it as poetry, may it give us a sense of confidence in the future and may it fill our hearts with the same joy experienced by Mary.
Amen.
Pastor Rolf Lungwitz
