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July 19, 2020 (Focus: Luke 1:46-55; Christmas in July) 

Mary’s song is one of hope for herself in her own situation, and especially for her 
people. And in her hope are seeds of hope for us in our time. 
 
Mary is often depicted as quiet, humble, and submissive.  In artwork, Mary is often 
depicted with bowed head (a submissive posture), a serene almost emotionless Mona 
Lisa type expression, hands held in prayerful attitude, humble before her God.   
 
This song that Mary sings, called the Magnificat…from the Latin for “magnify” the 
Lord…is the longest set of words spoken by any woman in the New Testament.  “My 
spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his 
servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed…his mercy is for those 
who obey him from generation to generation.”  If we stop there, we can see where the 
view of Mary as humble and submissive comes from, and it is an ideal that certain 
conservative parts of the church lift up as model. So many in the church have used this 
part of the passage to domesticate, even tame Mary.   In fact, in many evangelical 
churches, that’s as far as you might hear the Magnificat read or preached, if at all. 
 
But her song continues…”God has shown strength…God has scattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts, God has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and 
lifted up the lowly; God has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty.”  This part of Mary’s song is what has gotten this part of Luke’s gospel actually 
stricken from bibles in some authoritarian regimes, for its revolutionary tone.  It was 
banned in India in its colonial period by the East India Company; and it’s been banned in 
Guatemala and Argentina in times of authoritarian rule, for fear that some (that is, the 
poor and oppressed) would be encouraged by its subversive tone and revolt.  
 

Oscar Romero, priest, outspoken advocate for the poor, and martyr from El 
Salvador, drew a comparison between Mary and the poor and powerless people in his 
own community. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor and theologian who was 
executed by the Nazis, called the Magnificat “the most passionate, the wildest, one 
might even say the most revolutionary hymn ever sung.” As Gustavo Gutierrez, a 
Dominican priest and liberation theologian, once wrote, we will miss the meaning of the 
text with any “attempts to tone down what Mary’s song tells us about the preferential 
love of God for the lowly and the abused." 
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“God has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts, God has brought down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; God has filled the hungry with 
good things, and sent the rich away empty.” Defiant…revolutionary and subversive 
speech…Mary defies her place in the world to dare to say “I will have hope through God 
who saves (no matter how things may seem now)”…Yes, she is facing a difficult “family 
situation” for herself, a situation of shame, of ridicule, perhaps even abandonment.  But 
her song in not just about herself and her circumstances. It is much more about her 
people and their circumstances: poverty, occupied, oppressed, for years and years 
(generations).  Rather than say, “well, this is just how things are,” Mary instead declares 
that this is not what should be, not something God intends, not God punishing us.  It is 
not something to be endured, but something to change.  And God is one who saves, 
who changes the plight of the oppressed, the poor, the downtrodden, who saves from 
their plight for something better. This is a God of reversals, upsetting the status quo; the 
poor are not meant to be poor, the oppressed are not meant to be oppressed.   
 
And in singing this out, she declares that she is taking part in God’s saving work, she is 
signing up for the fight.  She is taking a stand.  And in witnessing to Mary’s song, and 
making it our own, we too can declare that we are taking a stand, and signing up for the 
fight.  Poverty can be eliminated.  Economic structures that are exploitative and unjust 
can be dismantled, so that the 99% no longer have to live in fear that they are one car 
repair, one medical bill, one student loan repayment, one furlough away from economic 
ruin.  Systemic racism can be dismantled. System can be more just.  Policing can be 
more just. Housing can be more just. Immigration policy can be more just.  Fear of the 
immigrant can be erased.  Discrimination based on who we love can be erased. Peace 
can be our way of being.   
 
It might not feel like good news to us, exactly, as people who are generally neither 
hungry nor poor, at least relatively speaking. But Mary and her song are good news for 
us because her song is good news for our neighbors, both locally and globally, who 
continue to be crushed under a world that thrives on exploitation and injustice. And as 
people who are trying to take the Bible seriously, we know that loving neighbor is the 
number one way we can love God in our world. For Mary’s song is yet more evidence for 
us about how much God cares about our political, economic, and social realities. 
 
It is this sense, that God cares about the poor and abused, that has helped so many 
continue to fight for more just systems in our society.  One of those fighters was John 
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Lewis, who died on Friday at the age of 80. Lewis fought for civil rights in our country, 
especially for blacks in the south, for over 60 years.  He saw some triumphs, yes, like the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965, but they were hard won triumphs.  He suffered a fractured 
skull in the attack of peaceful marchers on the Edmund Pettus bridge in Selma Alabama 
on March 7th of that year, and it was only the fact that that attack on those peaceful 
marchers was televised that forced President Johnson to bring forth that voting rights 
legislation.  While challenging segregated interstate travel, segregated restaurants, 
voting suppression, and other civil rights in the south in the 60’s, Lewis was yelled at and 
called vile names, spat upon, burned with cigarettes, beaten, arrested more than 40 
times.   
 
In 2011, John Lewis was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian 

award in the country.  In bestowing the honor in a White House ceremony, President  

Barak Obama, the first Black man elected to our country’s highest position, said: 

“Generations from now, when parents teach their children what is meant by courage, 

the story of John Lewis will come to mind — an American who knew that change could 

not wait for some other person or some other time; whose life is a lesson in the fierce 

urgency of now.” 

Now you might think that someone like Rep. Lewis, after fighting for civil rights for some 

60 years, well, you might think he would have said, well, I’ve done my part, it’s up to 

someone else to do the work now. But he didn’t.  Just last December he said this in a 

speech in Congress, “When you see something that is not right, not just, not fair, you 

have a moral obligation to say something.” 

And you might think that after fighting for civil rights for some 60 years that he might 

have gotten discouraged and just given up, and told everyone it was useless to try 

anymore.  But he didn’t. Not long ago on social media he said this: “Do not get lost in a 

sea of despair. Be hopeful, be optimistic. Our struggle is not the struggle of a day, a 

week, a month, or a year, it is the struggle of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make 

some noise and get in good trouble, necessary trouble.” 

Mary, making some noise, and was an active part of Jesus’ ministry, as he got into good 
trouble, necessary trouble.  Others before us, like John Lewis, got into good trouble, 
necessary trouble, for the sake of justice for all.  What is our response to the gospel 
good news – what sort of good trouble, necessary trouble, are we willing to get into for 
the sake of our neighbors? 
 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/02/15/remarks-president-honoring-recipients-2010-medal-freedom

