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Micah 5:2-5a  •  Luke 1:46b-55 •  Hebrews 10:5-10  •  Luke 1:39-55 

  
“From this day all generations will call me blessed.” In the middle of her song of praise, 

Mary pauses to make a prediction about herself. A prediction that for generations to come, people 
would be talking about her. She had no idea. 
 For about as long as the church has gathered for worship, we have argued about Mary. In 
the second century, we argued about whether Mary was actually pregnant or whether, as one writer 
put it, Jesus “passed through Mary as water runs through a tube.”1 Five hundred years ago, we 
debated whether we pray with Mary or to Mary. And within our own lifetimes, we’ve debated 
whether Mary ascended into heaven or not. Our confusion is best captured in the remark of a 
famous Catholic theologian who, when asked where the assumption of Mary was in the Bible, 
responded, “We haven’t found it yet.” 

We Lutherans have our own complicated history with Mary. So scared of saying the wrong 
thing about Mary, we have often played it safe and said nothing about her at all. Which is really a 
pity. It’s a pity because when we make Mary into a liability to be avoided instead of a prophet to be 
heeded or, as is more often the case, a problem to be solved instead of a woman to be listened to, 
we not only shut our ears to the great cantor of the church, but we also miss something very 
important about God. 

So today, we are making up for lost time and hearing Mary’s song, the Magnificat, twice. The 
Magnificat’s vision of God’s agenda for the world is so revolutionary, so upending that it has 
occasionally been banned by authoritarian governments. But today, I want you to pay attention to 
something else. The first five words right at the beginning. Because in just a few words, Mary says 
something deceptively rich with meaning. “My soul,” she sings, “magnifies the Lord.” Mary points 
Elizabeth to God’s presence in the world. She makes more evident something that is hard to see. 
Her act of public praise captures people’s attention and imagination and points people to what God 
is about to do in Jesus.  

At first glance, that doesn’t seem all that unusual. And yet, there’s more going on here, too. 
“Magnifies” is a linguistically interesting and theologically loaded word. Because when you magnify 
something, you don’t actually make it bigger. You just make it look bigger. It’s an illusion. The thing 
you’re looking at only looks big as long as you keep that magnifying glass in front of it. And yet, the 
Greek word for “magnify,” megalyno, has an additional meaning. Not just to make something look 
bigger, but to actually make it greater. A few verses later in Luke’s gospel, Luke says that God 
“magnified” Mary’s cousin Elizabeth through the birth of John the Baptist. And in this case, God 
isn’t simply making Elizabeth look greater to the people around her. God does a radically new thing 
that actually changes Elizabeth. So when Mary says that her soul “doth magnify the Lord,” it’s as if 
Mary is actually making God greater. That Mary and God are involved in reciprocal growth that 
leads both of them to being who they have elected or been created to be. 

Hopefully you can see how radically profound of an idea that is. And hopefully you can see 
how problematic it could be as well. Because God, after all, can’t be made greater. God’s greatness 
doesn’t depend on our praises and our magnifying. God doesn’t need our acclamation to be God. 
You can draw people’s attention to God, to make God easier to recognize, but you can’t actually 
change God. That’s all true. But this is not just a story about God. It’s also a story about Mary. And 
because it’s about Mary, it’s also a story about us. Mary is a unique and singular figure in our history, 
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but she also captures something about all of us. And about how God chooses to be at work in the 
world within and through us.  

To understand what it means for Mary to magnify the Lord, we have to hold two seemingly 
contradictory ideas in our head at the same time. The first, which we have down pretty well, is that 
the birth of Christ depends on God’s action. God is the primary actor in the story. One way the 
church has affirmed this is through the doctrine of the virgin birth. The reason the creeds contain 
the virgin birth has nothing to do with the church being squeamish or prudish when it comes to sex, 
though we are often both. It is an affirmation of God’s singular initiative in bringing something new 
into the world. If you want to understand what the virgin birth is getting at, think back to the story 
of Abraham and Sarah have a child despite their barrenness. And then turn that up to another level.  

The second thing we have to hold onto, which we have a harder time remembering, is that 
Mary is not a passive figure in this story. In our cultural imagination, Mary has become so docile, so 
passive, so submissive that her pregnancy seems almost predatory. But when we make Mary into a 
biological necessity, a body that God uses just to get Jesus in the world, we miss the whole point. 
But when we keep our eye on scripture, when we listen to Mary as Luke presents her and not as our 
patriarchal culture suggests, Mary becomes a supremely active figure in the story. Mary is someone 
who hears God’s promise and responds, “Here am I, servant of the Lord. Let it be with me 
according to your will.”  

Those are the two things we have to hold together. God’s promise and our faithful response. 
That’s what it’s all about. Not just this story, but our entire life together. That when Mary says, 
“Yes,” when Mary responds to God’s word, a new space opens up in the world for God to be 
present in a radically new way. That’s how Mary magnifies the Lord.  

Which means that when God acts in the world, God does it not by prying things open from 
the outside and jamming Godself in. God acts in the world through the lives of ordinary people who 
become extraordinarily important when God’s word meets their faithful response. To put it another 
way, the story of Christ’s birth is not the story of God somehow forcing God’s way into creation. 
It’s about creation being opened up to God and God’s purposes through the work of the Holy 
Spirit. Mary’s “Yes” does not make God any more God. Mary’s “Yes” to God’s Word does not 
create the second person of the trinity. But Mary’s “Yes” to God’s Word allows God to be present 
in the world in a completely novel, unexpected, and surprising manner. You could say that on 
Christmas we celebrate how God remains God but in a radically new way. That’s what it means for 
God to be magnified. 

I mentioned earlier that argument in the second century about whether Mary was actually 
pregnant or whether Jesus passed through her like water through a tube. That seems like a rather 
silly argument, but it’s getting at something very important. The dispute about whether Mary was 
actually pregnant was really an argument about whether Mary had contributed anything to Jesus. 
There were many people who said that God was perfect and you couldn’t add anything to God or 
take anything away from God. That’s certainly true.  

And yet, to state the obvious, Jesus had flesh. The Word of God did not become incarnate 
in flesh that was created out of nothing. The Word of God, God from God, light from light, became 
incarnate in flesh that came from Mary, a first century woman from Nazareth. God’s life was 
connected to, part of, and dependent on human life. So one of the titles the early church gave Mary 
was Theotokos, bearer of God. If you look up Mary’s feast day on our liturgical calendar, you’ll notice 
that Mary’s day isn’t just called “Mary.” It’s called “Mary, Mother of God.” That second part is there 
to affirm that through Mary’s body, through Mary’s flesh, God is present in the world in a new way. 
All of which means that Mary, both literally and figuratively, puts flesh on the promises of God.  



ADVENT LUTHERAN WYCKOFF 
 

777 Wyckoff Avenue Wyckoff, NJ 07481 
adventlutheranwyckoff.org • (201) 891-1031 

And that’s where Mary’s story connects with our story. Because it’s that action, it’s that 
magnifying, that we share with Mary. Mary is a singular figure because she is the bearer of God. But 
Mary is a universal figure precisely because the gift of the Holy Spirit that allows her to put flesh on 
the promises of God is the same gift that God gives us. The gift of bearing the word of God for the 
world today. Of enfleshing the promises of God in our common life. Of incarnating the wisdom 
and mercy of God in our communities.  

We do that every time we gather together and God gives us that same Holy Spirit. God gives 
us the gift of the Holy Spirit so that Mary’s way of life becomes our way. So that her soul, my soul, 
your soul, our souls magnify the Lord. So that the melody of the Magnificat is woven into the 
rhythm of our daily lives. From generation to generation that song goes on. How could we keep 
from singing?  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


