The Fourth Sunday of Advent
December 20, 2009

Text:  Luke 1:39-55
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Welcome, my brother and sister radicals, to this weekly meeting of the Revolutionary Committee of Lord of the Hills Church.  Once again we meet to be inspired for the task that lies ahead of us:  to bring down the powerful and to lift up the lowly; to feed the hungry and to send the rich away empty.

[Pause.]  It comes as a shock to us affluent Christians, doesn’t it, to be reminded that our baptism has set us apart as radical revolutionaries?  And a young woman – a poor, unmarried, pregnant teenager – is the mother of our revolution!  Mother Mary sings her revolutionary song, her Magnificat, to us this morning:  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.

Does it surprise you that those radical words come packaged as a song?  It shouldn’t.  Throughout history revolutions and protests have been inspired by songs.  My own generation, which came of age in the 60’s, was molded by the songs of the young man from Hibbing, Minnesota, Bobby Zimmeman.  
Even in the early 60’s….…20 years before his conversion to Christianity….even then Bob Dylan’s songs had a bibilically prophetic ring to them.  Here’s the last verse of his The Times, They Are A-Changin’:

The line it is drawn and the curse it is cast

The slow one now will later be fast

As the present now will later be past

The order is rapidly fading

And the first one now will later be last

For the times, they are a–changing.

Do you realize that very easily today we could have avoided Mary’s revolutionary song.  It’s printed in brackets, for goodness’ sake!  The designers of our lectionary made it optional!  How can Mary’s song be optional?  Especially at this time of the year, at the very height of our Christmas consumer frenzy?

Well, I do admit that Mary’s song sticks in my throat.  Can you and I sing this song here in Southeast Aurora, or can it only be sung along Colfax Avenue, or in the Five Points neighborhood of Denver, only in the barrios and the ghettos, only in Appalachia or the Mississippi Delta?

I guess it depends on which choir you sing with.  You and I….we who sit at the top of the world’s economic pyramid…we are really not in a very good position to sing with Mary, are we?

Mary’s song calls us to a threefold revolution.  First of all, it is a spiritual revolution.  He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  Pride….one of the deadly sins…maybe the deadliest.  The smug self-satisfaction that I am a self-sufficient island.

By the world’s standards, I am so rich, so comfortable, and so healthy, I can even fool myself into thinking I do not need God….certainly not Mary’s God!  I am just not that needy, thank you very much….

Or so I think.  But Mary just keeps on singing, ranging high on her scales of praise, soaring in her revolutionary libretto, because God has reached so unexpectedly down to where the least and the lowly still struggle for life.

O. Henry has a short story about a young man who was brought up in a village.  In school he used to sit beside a girl and they were fond of each other.  He went to the city and fell into evil ways.  He became a pickpocket and a petty thief.  One day he snatched an old lady’s purse.  It was clever work and he was pleased with himself.

And then he saw coming down the street the girl whom he used to know, still sweet with the radiance of innocence.  Suddenly he saw himself for the cheap, vile thing he was.  Burning with shame, he leaned his head against the cool iron of a lamppost.  “God,” he said, “I wish I could die.”  He saw himself.

This Christ of whom Mary sings can scatter away our pride, our feelings of self-sufficiency.  He can help us see ourselves as we really are…as sinners in need.  Christ can destroy our pride.

Secondly, Mary’s song is also a call to social revolution.  He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly.  In Jesus Christ there is no such thing as social class; labels are done away with; prestige counts for nothing.

Muretus was a poor, wandering scholar back in the Middle Ages.  In an Italian town he became ill and was taken to a hospital for poor people.  The doctors were discussing his case in Latin, never dreaming he could understand.  They suggested that since he was such a worthless wanderer they might use him for medical experiments.  He looked up and answered them in their own learned tongue, “Call no man worthless for whom Christ died.”

When God took on flesh in Jesus Christ, he brought dignity and worth to all of humanity….a social revolution.

Thirdly….and perhaps this is the most threatening to us…Mary’s song is a call to economic revolution:  He has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.  You and I live in a consumer society where each one is out to amass as much as he or she can get.  The one who dies with the most toys wins.

Even those of us who consider ourselves as social reformers, those of us who are concerned about the gaps in this country between the haves and the have-nots….even we need to be ratcheted down a notch or two.  Here’s a quote I ran across that ought to pull us down from our powerful thrones:  Almost all reformers, however strict their social conscience, live in houses as big as they can pay for.  Yup.

Father Ernesto Cardenal was a Catholic priest in Solentiname, Nicaragua, thirty-plus years ago, back in the days when Somoza still ruled with an iron fist.  Father Cardenal would engage the peasants of Solentiname in a dialogue about the bible stories.  Here’s this dialogue that they had about Mary’s Song, a dialogue that took place before Somoza’s national Guard destroyed the village of Solentiname, several years before the overthrow of Somoza by the Sandinistas.

Father Cardenal:  Let me read part of Mary’s song, the Magnificat, in the beginning of Luke’s Gospel:  God has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts, he has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away.

Response:  Bravo!  But, Father, that doesn’t sound at all like the Mary we hear about in the cathedral.  And the Mary in the holy pictures certainly doesn’t look like a person who would talk that way.

Father Cardenal:  Tell us about the Mary in the holy pictures.

Response:  [Displaying a picture]  Here she is.  She is standing on a crescent moon.  She is wearing a crown.  She has rings on her fingers.  She has a blue robe embroidered with gold.
Father Cardenal:  That does sound like a different Mary from the Mary of the song!  Do you think the picture has betrayed the Mary of the song?

Response:  The Mary who said that God “has exalted those of low degree” would not have left all of her friends so she could stand on the moon.

Group Response:  Take her off the moon!

Response:  The Mary who said that God “has put down the mighty from their thrones” would not be wearing a crown.

Group Response:  Take off her crown!

Response:  The Mary who said that God “has sent the rich empty away” would not be wearing rings on her fingers.

Group Response:  Take off her rings!

Response:  The Mary who said that God has “filled the hungry with good things” would not have left people who were still hungry to wear a silk robe embroidered with gold.

Group Response:  Take off her robe!

Anguished Response:  But, Father, this is not right!  We’re doing a striptease of the Virgin.

Father Cardenal:  Very well.  If you don’t like the way Mary looks in this picture, what do you think the Mary of the song would look like?

Response:  She would be standing in the dirt and dust where we stand…She would have an old hat like the rest of us, to keep the sun from causing her to faint…She would have rough hands like ours…She would be wearing old clothes like the rest of us.  Father, it may be awful to say this, but it sounds as though Mary would look just like me!  My feet are dirty, my hat is old, my hands are rough, and my clothes are torn.

The peasants of Nicaragua thirty years ago had no difficulty singing Mary’s song.  But it still is difficult for us, isn’t it?  If you and I are going to sing with Mary, we will need her help.  She will have to take the lead.  Mary’s singing to us, with us, in Advent, just may be a sign that the Holy Spirit who visited Mary in Nazareth is not yet finished with us.

So sing it again, Mary.  Sing to us of your God.  Sing on, Mary, sing on, till your song at last becomes ours.  Sing, till all the world hears you and makes your lines its own.

And, Mary, when your Son returns in power, bringing in his Kingdom, may we join the whole company of heaven in singing, “Glory to God in the highest!”  Glory to the God of Mary, the woman whose freeing Son, and whose freedom song, will yet be our own.
