Mary’s Song: Magnificat
A sermon preached by Emily Hull McGee on Luke 1:39-55
on December 17, 2017 at First Baptist Church on Fifth, Winston-Salem, NC
My soul doth magnify the Lord
And my spirit rejoices in God my savior…
Are there any other responses to bearing the Son of God than a
song? Of course there are — there are the questions. The confusion. The
utter bewilderment. The fear.
You know, as long as I live, I will never forget that night. Joseph and I
had shared in a meal together, and after he left, I settled in for the
evening. I was picking up around my home, cleaning up after a day’s work,
when there appeared a man alight with good news kneeling just before
me. “Greetings, favored one,” he said. “The Lord is with you.”
Fear invaded me and words escaped me, even as questions flooded
my mind — who are you? What are you? Why are you in my home?
Favored one? The Lord is with me? How can this be?
He didn’t seem to mind my state of utter perplexity but caught the
terror in my eyes. “Don’t be afraid Mary,” he said. Again he repeated that
word — favored by God. And then he said the words that upended by life,
words that I still cannot make sense of today, words that seem to hang
suspended throughout time and space in the musty air of my little home.
At the time, I could barely make sense of things — The Holy Spirit will
overshadow me? I will conceive a son? He will be Jesus, the son of God?
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My head swam with a million more questions these mysterious words had
launched — what about Joseph? Will I be a total outcast? What will labor
be like? Who will help me? What if I can’t do this — but all I could seem to
muster was one: “how can this be?” When he responded, “for nothing will
be impossible with God,” my shaking hands began to calm, my racing
heart began to slow, the fear that gripped me began to loosen. For
nothing will be impossible with God! That has become the mantra I tell
myself all the days of these expectant months.
But it was when that messenger mentioned my friend, Elizabeth, I
knew it was to her I must go. She could help me make sense of things, she
won’t try and have me sent away, she will share in this utter improbability
with me with love and delight. For in the company of women, of sisterfriends sharing in these sacred ordinary days, these lyrics of abundance
will take flight. Melody will find its harmony. The deeper and broader and
wider impact of this high and holy calling will resound from the laughter of
friends and their sharing of wisdom, from Eve and Sarah and Hannah
throughout all generations. For nothing will be impossible with God!
For he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
For the Mighty One has done great things for me,
And holy is his name.
His mercy is for those who fear him
From generation to generation.
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It’s taken me awhile to feel favored and blessed. Frankly, I have been
terrified. Perplexed. Confused. Delighted. Queasy! Over these past six
months, I return again and again to the question, “why me?” Why me?
Aren’t there other women who could do this better than me? Aren’t
there women who are older and stronger, more experienced, more faithful,
more capable? Aren’t there other women who have already had children,
those who would know what to do when their bellies started to thunder
with a kicking child within? Surely there are women more nurturing in
Jerusalem, women more resourced in Sepphoris, women with more
courage in Capernaum, women with deeper faith in Jericho. I’m just a poor
peasant girl from Nazareth; I've never had a child, and I’m not even
married! I don’t feel like I know anything about anything! Surely someone
else would provide a better life for God’s child than I would.
Perhaps this feeling of inadequacy is as inherent in becoming a
mother as the delighted glow they say you have. It’s an interesting
dichotomy — overwhelming fear that I’m not enough and will never be
enough, and staggering love for my child that is brighter, clearer, fiercer,
and purer than any I’ve ever known.
But you know, what if that’s the point? Maybe it’s not about how
ready I feel, how much I have, how I stack up against the other mothers.
Maybe what God is asking of me is simply to say yes. To trust that through
God and because of God, I will be enough. To let the Love growing inside
of me in my womb and my heart drown out the fear that threatens to
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creep in around every turn. To bind my body to another’s such that I will
be delivered even as I deliver him.
If this unlikely story can encourage my son, Elizabeth’s son, and her
son’s son, then maybe future generations can imagine how the Mighty
One might fill them with Love too. For nothing will be impossible with God!
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.
When I got over the shock from that night, when this reality that
stirred within me sank into the marrow of my bones, I confess that I
wondered — isn’t there any other way for God to come to earth than
through a baby? If the Lord wanted to have a place and a position here on
earth, couldn’t God just build a palace, summon an army, and simply
become the chief ruler?
But in the early morning when I wake up and stretch my sore back,
in the middle of the day when I get looks at the market, at dusk when I
finally sit to lift up the swollen ankles, and at night when I close yet
another day filled with wonder, I dare to imagine that this is exactly what
God intended. I dare to imagine that the Creator of all the stars that dot
this Nazareth sky actually wants to tear open the heavens and come
down, not thundering forth in dominance and might, but rather arriving
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unexpectedly and almost unnoticed in weakness and in vulnerability. Why?
Because the great prophets of old like Isaiah say that “the spirit of the
Lord is upon me, anointing me to bring good news to the poor and
oppressed, to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the
captives and release to the prisoners,”… and yes, even to proclaim the
year of the Lord's favor.
I suppose I’m not unlike many other mothers who hope that her child
grows to be healthy and strong, successful by all measures, well-regarded
and impressive. But deeper than that, I have this wild dream that this child
of mine has a bit of that spark of Isaiah in him. I hope he has some good
news for the poor. I hope that he can draw in the marginalized. I hope that
he can fill up the hungry and clothe the naked. I hope that he can fling
open the doors of all that imprison us and set us free. I hope that through
him, those who are seduced by power or prestige or privilege can be
liberated from such an addiction.
I think these are the kind of hopes that are best voiced aloud, belting
them out whole-heartedly as if to sing them into being. For I figure, any
God who put the good news of a holy baby first on the lips of a woman is
a God who can bring down the powerful with such a testimony. For
nothing will be impossible with God!
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.
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This life, this calling, this moment, this song that I sing will bear God
into this world. This little babe, this Holy One, this one upon whom the
Spirit of the Lord will rest is one who I imagine will upend the world like
he’s already upended my life. For when I wonder how it can be, I am
reminded of those words that changed it all: Do not be afraid! For nothing
will be impossible with God!

Quote from the invitation:
“We are all meant to be mothers of God.
What good is it to me if this eternal birth of the divine Son takes place
unceasingly but does not take place within myself?
And, what good is it to me if Mary is full of grace
if I am not also full of grace?
What good is it to me for the Creator to give birth to his Son,
if I do not also give birth to him in my time and my culture?
This, then, is the fullness of time: when the Son of God is begotten in us.”
— Meister Eckhart1
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As quoted by Barbara Brown Taylor in her terrific sermon “Mothers of God,” from Gospel
Medicine, p153.
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