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Fourth Week of Advent – Mary’s Song 
December 20, 2020 

Message by Pastor Marianne Cotter 
First United Methodist Church 

Baraboo, Wisconsin 
 

Luke 1:26-45 

26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 27 to 
a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name 
was Mary. 28 And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with 
you.”[a] 29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this 
might be. 30 The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 
God. 31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus. 32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give 
to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of 
his kingdom there will be no end.” 34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a 
virgin?”[b] 35 The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born[c] will be holy; he will be called 
Son of God. 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this 
is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. 37 For nothing will be impossible with 
God.” 38 Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 
word.” Then the angel departed from her. 

Mary Visits Elizabeth 

39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 40 where 
she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41 When Elizabeth heard Mary’s 
greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42 and 
exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb. 43 And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 44 For as 
soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. 45 And blessed 
is she who believed that there would be[d] a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” 
 
 
Luke 1:46-56 

46 And Mary[a] said, 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47 

    and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
48 for he has looked with favor 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 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1%3A26-45&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24914a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1%3A26-45&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24920b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1%3A26-45&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24921c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1%3A26-45&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24931d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1%3A46-56&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24932a
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    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 forever.” 

56 And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home. 

 
Luke’s gospel gives the most detailed account of Jesus’ birth.  Luke’s story begins with the 
angel Gabriel speaking to Mary “Greetings, favored one!”  The angel’s counsel is “do not be 
afraid” and Mary gives her consent to becoming the mother of the Son of the Most High.  
“Let it be with me according to your word.”  Next we have Mary’s journey to visit her cousin 
Elizabeth, an older woman who had been without children her whole life.  And now at 
Mary’s arrival the child of Zechariah and Elizabeth leaps in Elizabeth’s womb.  Elizabeth is a 
model of Jewish righteousness and piety; yet she isn’t judgmental towards her cousin who is 
now pregnant with no husband.  Instead Elizabeth and the child in her womb are joyful.  
Elizabeth calls Mary “blessed” and wonders “why has this happened to me that the mother 
of my LORD comes to me?” Mary’s response is a song: the Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the 
LORD and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  This song introduces themes repeated 
throughout Luke’s gospel; in particular the great reversal: that God lifts up the lowly, feeds 
the hungry with good things and brings down the powerful and sends the rich away empty.  
 
Through her pregnancy, Mary will learn what your mother learned with your birth, or the 
birth of her first child: Nothing will ever be the same again.  No one can be prepared for the 
physical, emotional, inter-personal changes of childbirth (or adoption) and its aftermath.  
Looking in your child’s eyes for the first time, everything changes.  From now on, there will 
be a unique story to tell about that child’s arrival in this world and all that comes afterwards. 
 
Between the Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 20th, and the first Sunday of Christmas 
(December 27th), everything changes.  In between is December 25th, the day the Christian 
church commemorates the birth of our savior, the promised one, the messiah sent by God to 
deliver us from the slavery of sin and death.  As a church we’ll mark the birth this Thursday, 
December 24th at 8:00 p.m. with a short, online Christmas Eve service.  It will be simple; 
there will be with music; we’ll hear the Christmas story.  
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There will be a children’s message, and we’ll sing “Silent Night” and “Joy to the World.”  
Have a candle ready that you can light, a candle that will be the Christ candle for you that 
night.   
 
We are people who believe in the incarnation: that the creator of the universe came to us in 
a person born in ancient Judea in the first century, to a woman named Mary (Miriam).  He 
grew to become an itinerant rabbi who inspired people and so much more.  But that God 
actually became flesh in this Jesus of Nazareth.  We believe that Jesus’ death was not the 
end of his story but the start of something new.  At Pentecost, Jesus gave birth to the 
church.  And we believe that God became human so that Jesus could be born in us.  
 
To see how this works, let’s go back to the 
Magnificat.  Mary’s song, the last part of the 
scripture reading today.  Scholars agree that 
this song was not Mary’s personal song; it was 
not unique to her.  The Magnificat is actually a 
variation on a theme in the Hebrew scripture.  
Miriam, the sister of Moses, sang this song in 
Exodus 15:20-21.  Miriam celebrates God’s 
victory over the Egyptian army that had 
pursued the Hebrew slaves escaping from 
Egypt.  The Israelites were almost drowned.  
But the powerful Egyptians are defeated by this motley bunch of escaped slaves.  This was 
God’s doing.  And it’s the Egyptian army that is drowned instead.  “Sing to the Lord, for he 
has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”  Hannah picks up 
Miriam’s song.  After suffering humiliation at being childless for years, Hannah gives birth to 
Samuel.  Hannah fulfills her promise to give her child into the LORD’s service.  Then Hannah 
sings her song: “how the bows of the mighty are broken but the feeble gird on strength . . . 
and He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap to sit with 
princes.” (1 Samuel 2:4,8)  God brings victory to the lowly.  That is Hannah’s song.  
 
Mary sings her own version of Hannah’s song in Luke 1:54-55: “He has looked with favor on 
the lowliness of his servant.  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.”  Mary’s song is about what God did for Israel, a people who once were nothing and 
nobodies, yet God delivered them from oppression and made them a holy nation.  The 
covenant God made with Israel is fulfulled in Mary’s child.  The story of God’s people 
continues now through him.  This is the God story.  God came to deliver us, to save us too 
and God comes to us in a child to remind us that though we feel weak and insignificant at 
times, God is with us, for us, among us, in us. 
 
To see how this works in practice, let me tell you about a time when I served a small church 
in rural Dane County.  A group from there occasionally brought meals to the men’s homeless 
shelter in downtown Madison, located at Trinity Episcopal Church on the capitol square.  



 4 

We’d arrive with our food, get it set up while the men who were coming in for the night 
arrived, found their bed and a towel for a shower.  As I worked the serving line, greeting the 
men, looking each one in the eye with what I hoped was kindness and offering them meal 
choices, it was hard not to have my heart strings get pulled.  “There but for the grace of God 
go I,” kept going through my head.  A few were well dressed, most were not.  Some were 
clean shaven and others had scraggly beards streaked with grey; the guests were old, young 
and in between and each one of these men was some mother’s son.  And each had a story 
about how they came into this world.  Their stories were a part of the larger God story: that 
God sent Christ into the world so each of them would know that their story matters to God; 
and so that each of them could be changed.  
 
You and I are no different from those guests at the men’s shelter.  The birth of this child 
changes everything for each of us.  So Christ can be born in us: born/borne in us in two 
senses of the word: so Christ could be given birth in us – that we will know we are made in 
the image of the creator – and so that Christ could be carried within us as Mary carried her 
child in her womb.  When we carry Christ in us, we find ourselves singing a song.  And realize 
the song of Miriam, Hannah, Mary and Jesus is our song.  It’s a song of God’s victory in our 
lives.  How Good looked on me, even me, and loves me and holds me now and eternally in 
God’s loving arms.  And knowing that I can now live as the person I was created to be.  
 
So here is the good news on this Fourth Sunday of Advent: : Just as your mother years ago 
told the story of your birth, we get to tell our unique story about what God has done, is 
doing in our lives through Jesus Christ.  Something shifts in our lives when we see our lives 
as part of a larger God story of which we are all a part.  We see our story is a good story 
because of what God has done.  In online worship starting in the new year we’ll begin a 
sermon series “Good Stories.”  Every Sunday, between January 3 through Easter, there will 
be a different story told about this child whose birth we celebrate this week.  And I will invite 
you to connect his story with your story.   
 
The God story isn’t over.  There’s still more to come!  Thanks be to God who gives us the 
victory through our LORD Jesus Christ.  Amen.  
 
 
 


