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Magnify, Magnify 
 

If you’ve ever been to church around Christmas time, then you probably know the 
story already, and you probably know her story already, and yet it still never fails 
to speak to us and to excite within us wonder, and awe, and enchantment. A 
story so familiar and yet still so astonishing.  

The story of a young woman, barely a teenager really, maybe around fourteen 
years old. She’s considered to be poor in terms of not having much to show by 
way of earthly possessions or property, and she’s from a small town, one 
considered of little consequence to the world at large. And on top of this she finds 
herself pregnant and unwed. Fourteen, pregnant, poor, unmarried…part of why 
we can understand her so well is that sadly, her prospects then would have been 
about the same as they would be in our world today.  

We meet up with her this morning at an interesting point in her story. She’s just 
received a visit from the angel Gabriel, which, as Luke tells it, catches her off-
guard and surprises her as much as a visit from an angel would catch any of us 
off guard, and would surprise us. The angel tells her that she’s to give birth to a 
child, and that somehow through this child she’s to give birth to a new 
understanding, a new awareness, a new human experience of God, and so, in a 
sense, through bringing into the world this one new life, she’s to bring the 
possibility of new life to all. 

Mary responds rather humbly at first, I imagine her as awestruck and 
overwhelmed and needing some time to process this momentous news, and so 
she says to Gabriel, simply, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.” 

And then she ponders it, and she ponders it, and the more she ponders it, the 
more the reality of her situation sinks in, and it comes to the point where she 
simply can’t keep it bottled up to herself any longer, and so she rushes, with 
great haste as we’ve heard, to the only one she knows who might be able to 
understand her situation—she goes to her cousin Elizabeth, who also finds 
herself in a rather astonishing situation, for Elizabeth is also pregnant, which is 
as surprising on account of her old age as Mary’s pregnancy is on account of her 
young age.  

And so it is that we’re blessed to have this account of this powerful encounter 
between these two powerful women, who are, as Luke presents it, nothing less 
than the first prophets of the New Testament, the first ones to catch on to the 
new thing God’s up to, and the first ones to tell it to the world.  



Mary and Elizabeth are, in many ways I think, among the very best examples we 
have in all of scripture and in all of human history in terms of what a faith-inspired 
and faith-filled response to the mystery and wonder and unpredictability of life 
looks like—responding, as we’ve heard today, to the surprising and somewhat 
mixed and complicated blessings that befall each of them with the best praise 
they’re able to muster.   

The poet Mary Oliver describes Mary and Elizabeth’s way of being in the world 
well here when in her poem called “Sometimes,” and in a section of that poem 
titled “Instructions for living a life:” she writes, “Instructions for living a life:/ Pay 
attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.”  

It’ been a few years now where I’ve thought that that’s about as good as it gets 
when it comes to an apt and simple and wonderful way to think about what we’re 
here on this earth to do in this life, with this time that we have—we’re here to pay 
attention, to be astonished, and then to tell others about it, which is exactly what 
Mary does here.  

And more than tell about it, Mary sings it, channeling something like Bob Dylan’s 
idea that “anything worth thinking about is worth singing about,” and, truly what 
an amazing song it is.  

You’ll often hear it referred to it as “The Magnificat” on account of that being the 
first word in the Latin translation of the text, that sudden burst of inspiration, when 
Mary sings out, “My soul magnifies the Lord…” 

It’s really a striking and a powerful statement, and I want to end today focusing 
on this idea of the soul magnifying God, but before we get there, I’d like to point 
out and ponder with you a couple of other striking aspects or features of Mary’s 
song, with the general hope and prayer being that her song can also be our song 
this Advent, that perhaps a bit like how your favorite Christmas carol tends to get 
stuck in your head, where you sort of replay the verses over and over, perhaps 
we might let Mary’s canticle work on us also in a similar way.  

One thing that we’ll do well to remember about Mary’s song is that, despite how 
we might hear these words sung in beautiful choral settings, this song is much 
less like a sweet lullaby or cantata and much more like a radical political 
manifesto. In commentary after commentary on this text, the word that appears 
over and over again to describe Mary’s song is “revolutionary.” In fact, the 
Magnificat has been banned from even being read in certain places and at 
certain points in history—it was banned in Guatemala in the 1980s, in Argentina 
in the 1970s, in Spain and Mexico in the 1930s, and in the early 1800s the British 
East India Company banned it from being read aloud in India. So even having the 
chance to read it here is a certain blessing in terms of having the religious 
freedom to do so.  



Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor who was killed for trying to subvert the 
Nazi regime, was particularly fond of Mary’s Magnificat, and I think he described 
it’s character pretty well, writing:  

“The song of Mary is the oldest Advent hymn. It is at once the most passionate, 
the wildest, one might say the most revolutionary advent hymn ever sung. This 
is not the gentle, tender, dreamy Mary whom we sometimes see in paintings… 
This song has none of the sweet, nostalgic, or even playful tones of some of our 
Christmas carols. It is instead a hard, strong, inexorable song about collapsing 
thrones and humbling the lords of this world. These are the tones of the prophets 
of the Old Testament that now come to life in Mary’s mouth.” 

Also channeling the prophets of old, you’ll notice that Mary has a rather striking 
way of using grammar that she employs in this song. What’s striking is that she 
sings about God’s redeeming work, of lifting up the lowly and of feeding the 
hungry, not as a dream for the distant future, but she sings about it in the past 
tense, as if it’s an already accomplished fact, as a promise that indeed has 
already been fulfilled.  

And in doing this, she teaches us, I think, something important about the nature 
of praise, something that we can emulate in our own worship and in our own 
lives. One preacher has called what Mary does here, “singing ahead of time,” 
(Barbara Brown Taylor) sort of singing the world she hopes to see into being, 
which is a good statement on how the very nature of praise itself can be 
revolutionary, that our praise, at its best, like how Mary utilizes it here, both 
participates in and contributes to the reality for which it longs, and so praise can 
be world-changing and life-altering. 

It’s on account of the power of praise that this song is rightly named after and 
famous for its opening words, when Mary sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord.” It’s 
one of the most bold and powerful statements of praise that I can imagine. 

My soul, she says, is like a lens that brings God into clearer focus; my soul, she 
sings, is like a magnifying glass, one that, when you look into it, makes God 
appear far larger, far more majestic, far more wondrous, far more loving, far more 
gracious, far more forgiving, far more "more" than anything that you had 
previously imagined.  

And the most amazing thing of all? Not only is Mary right about her own soul 
being like a lens that helps us focus on and see a God greater than any we could 
imagine on our own, that's certainly been proven true throughout history for Mary, 
but what's even more amazing is that what she says about her soul pertains to all 
souls—that, like Mary when we're praising God in the unique ways given to each 
of us to praise, we become like lenses ourselves, offering others the chance to 
glimpse a new facet of God who is always greater than even our greatest 
imaginings, and so we can help one another on the way towards a more 



magnified and so a more accurate and so a more faithful understanding and 
experience of God.   

So, with my sermon title today which is similar in form at least to Thoreau's 
saying in Walden to "simplify, simplify," I'd like to offer this Mary-inspired 
manifesto or mantra... 

In all that you do this Christmastime, in your prayer and in your praise, in your 
preparation and in your celebration, in your giving and in your receiving, and as 
you pay attention, and as you find yourself astonished, and as you try to tell 
about it, Magnify, Magnify.  

Amen.  

	  


