
© 2021 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   
1 

 

Magnificat 

4 Advent C, 12/19/21 

Every good story needs a good beginning – one might even say, a great beginning. 

Jesus’s story has at least two – three, if you count what the Gospel of John does 

with it, going all the way back to the beginning of all things: “In the beginning 

was the Word…”. Of the nearer two stories, one focuses on John the Baptizer 

and all that he did to Prepare the Way, including baptizing the Son of Mary, God, 

and Man and dying unjustly by a tyrant’s hand, to show the Lord how both of 

those things are done. The other focuses on Mary, the mother of Jesus – who, by 

the time her story is fully told, will become the Blessed Virgin, Mother of God, 

and Queen of Heaven. 

How a woman who is a mother can be any of those things is somewhat of a 

mystery. How she could be all three at the same time is a mystery wrapped in a 

theophany and set in an enigma. It is a fascinating tale, sometimes told well but 

not often. The net result of it all is that Mary is now the closest thing living people 

experience to the divine in the form and presence of a woman. We do ill to leave 

her, as I’ve so often done, wrapped in the gauze of cloying piety, Renaissance art 

and the roseate musings of the ultramontane. Yet old ways, or long-taught 

ignorance, die hard. When I was young, Mary existed for me not as maid, mother, 

or queen, but in a haze somewhere between Catholic mystique and Protestant 

oblivion, a figure in white and blue trotted out this time of year to kneel at the 

side of the manger that cradled her newborn son – kneel? On dirt and straw? The 

poor thing just gave birth! – but otherwise play a relatively minor role in the 

incarnation of the salvation of the world. After Twelfth Night, which we 

celebrated with ritual burning of the desiccated pines and the hauling of the trash 

of Christmas cheer to the cold side of a January road, Mary faded back into the 
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beadwork of others’ prayers and the statuary of others’ churches. Many a voice 

around the world cried aloud, or whispered, in the chill of a bitter night, “Holy 

Mary, Mother of God, pray for us now and at the hour of our death,” but mine 

did not. What Mary did for those who did, what she did herself during the rest of 

the year, or what was done for her or in her name, mattered far less to me and 

mine than the doings of the Queen of England – a fact that I doubt would much 

please, or even interest, the Queen of England. 

Yet perhaps it is well to bring up the world’s most famous Elizabeth on a day 

when the gospel highlights her all-but-forgotten namesake, Mary’s elder cousin 

and the soon-to-be mother of the baptizer John. For Luke wraps Mary’s story 

around that first Elizabeth’s story, much as he will wrap Jesus’s ministry around 

that of John’s. Elizabeth and John prepare the way; Mary and Jesus are the way. 

Luke would have us read, mark, and inwardly digest that while we can, so that 

the full meaning and impact of that way is as clear as the midnight upon which it 

first came. 

The first thing we need to point out is why Mary’s gone to see Elizabeth at all. 

Short answer: she’s on the run and needs somewhere to hide. Joseph, with at least 

one angel’s help, might’ve been all tender and understanding about her situation. 

Her family is another matter – and about them the sources are silent. In that 

silence, we can read whatever we like, but wisdom tells us that news of an unwed 

young woman’s pregnancy, whether by angel or no angel, was not likely received 

by her family as tidings of comfort and joy. She couldn’t yet go to her husband’s 

house, and she’d have been pretty sure she couldn’t stay at her father’s, not once 

she started to show, so what now? Where do I go from here? Where can I find 

safety and understanding in this state that God, by strange grace, has put me in? 

There is but one answer: my cousin, Elizabeth, wife of the high priest in Jerusalem, 
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Zechariah, the one God struck dumb just about the time she got pregnant and 

who, you might say, is in no position to gainsay me, and who else would come 

to his house and dare? If anyone can understand what’s going on and help, it’s 

them – or, more precisely, her. Thus, Mary went “with haste” to the hill country.  

Sometimes there really is only one person in this dark world and wide who can 

help, and if she won’t do it, no-one will. 

Elizabeth does, of course – help, that is. So does John, from the womb, no less. 

Who says that a prophet needs eyes to see or ears to hear? Fetal John figures out 

who Jesus is by pheromones alone – and the only way he would’ve gotten them 

is from Elizabeth, his mother, who in this matter has eyes and ears enough for the 

both of them – which means that she also knew. Lord knows how, but she knew. 

What she also knows is that this is good news, and nothing but good news. 

Blessing upon blessing Luke has her pronounce upon Mary: blessed are you among 

women, blessed is the fruit of your womb, and blessed are you who chose to see 

God’s will and words as gift, not terror, willingly acceding to what you could 

neither countermand nor comprehend.  

Much is made of Mary in all this as counter to the first woman in the Bible, the 

one we call ‘Eve’, cursed for thinking for herself and making her own decisions, 

entrapped by a malice and deceit she had no idea could even exist, and then 

blamed for it by the God who set her up to fail in the first place. A common 

traditional reading whittles this nettlesome theodicy down to a simple, irritating, 

equation: Eve didn’t do what God wanted, and thus all are doomed to sin and fall 

short of the glory. Mary, by contrast, did what God wanted, and thus all are saved; 

glory be.  
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Glory be, indeed. It is difficult to over-state the horror, the misogyny, and the 

wickedness involved in imagining the mother of all human beings to be the source 

of all human woe. How much those who dreamt all this up must’ve hated mother 

goddesses, mothers, and women in general, to think this way. That really isn’t 

what the story in Genesis is on about – careful readings of that myth end up 

echoing William Blake’s proverb that “The fox blames the trap, not himself” – 

but it was what far too many theologians in later centuries were on about, and still 

are. The gospel, you will be glad to know and as I cannot emphasize enough, is 

not. If you look carefully, neither the first woman nor the first man is mentioned 

in this passage; nor is sin, original or otherwise. Salvation is – salvation of a 

particular kind, as Mary next says, for Elizabeth alone to hear. Yet Luke lets us 

hear it, too. 

Luke is somewhat coy about one thing: this song Mary sings sounds very like a 

song we’ve heard before, that of Hannah, the mother of the prophet Samuel, in 

the 1st book of that name (1 Samuel 2). Mary’s song is so close to that original that 

one might say that the gospel is stealing it, or more generously reframing it, to 

account for the new thing God is doing with this mother and her son. Hannah 

was barren, and prayed to the Lord for a son, promising that son to the Lord if he 

should arrive. Arrive he did, and given over he was, to be the great prophet of the 

time of Israel’s first kings, and the first witness to their successes and failures. 

Hannah could not know that that entire royal project would end in dust and exile, 

but Luke knew, and Mary and Elizabeth also knew, given the political conditions 

under which they lived. To forge that song anew, as a broken blade is forged anew 

to serve in new battles, is Luke’s purpose here. Salvation, he finds Mary to have 

found, is a matter of the heart, as well as for all the world. 
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Magnificat, it begins in Latin, for Magnificat anima mea: “my soul doth magnify 

the Lord,” as we sang in the country church of my youth, in the Rite 1 version 

of that canticle, at Morning Prayer. I knew it by heart, once upon a time. Many 

of you might know it as well, for much the same reason. Come to think of it, 

though I never thought about it this way, the words of this canticle were how 

Mary, Blessed Virgin, Mother of God, and Queen of Heaven was most real to me 

in my formative years: as the voice and author, we err piously to say, of this 

particular vision of what her son, and the salvation he brought, actually mean. I 

wish I’d thought that more through then, as I think it through now; better late 

than never. 

Magnificat: My soul magnifies the Lord – gives the Lord praise and makes the 

Lord more than he was, by the addition of that very love and praise. My spirit is 

full of joy, I am blessed, and all shall know it. The Lord is mighty, does great 

things, is holy, and thinks about the likes of little old me. If you are in awe of him, 

he shows you mercy – but if you are proud, he drives you mad. If you are in 

power, he casts you down – but if you lack it, he lifts you up. (“Bottom rail be 

on the top rung now,” as a formerly enslaved person said in 1865 to his former 

master.)  If you hunger, he feeds you – but if you have in it spades, you’ll get no 

more from him. (“From each according to ability; to each according to need,” 

someone once wisely said.) He keeps his promises and helps his people, which is 

why I’m here today, cousin, to rejoice with you in all that. (Thus Mary to 

Elizabeth.) Your son will prepare the way; mine will be the way – to justice and 

mercy, and to salvation for all, in this world; never mind about the next. Things 

may not look so good yet – here I am, a pregnant teen on the run, trying to figure 

out what comes next – but they will be. Good, that is – better than ever. Elizabeth 

heard it, and knew that she was right; blessed be, indeed. 
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The Rite 1 version of this canticle makes use of an older participle of the verb, 

“to help” – “holpen,” as in, “He hath holpen his servant, Israel.” I’m sorry that 

English has since dropped that word. With “holpen” in them, certain past tenses 

of “help” manage not to rhyme with “yelped,” but soften the thought, making it 

more gentle and more kind. The vowel sound is also close to the word “hope,” 

which is key to any help’s being actually helpful. Helpful, hopeful – ah, there’s a 

ring to it; holpen, hoping – one thought should, indeed, lead to the other. Who 

would help, shares hope. Who would hope should also help. That way, we avoid 

despair. 

It is vital to avoid despair. It is the essence of what Mary spent her whole life 

doing, and what she became in our prayers and praises. “Pray for us now and in 

the hour of our death.” What is that if not hope, staving off despair? As bell hooks, 

so sadly this week become of blessed memory, once wrote so eloquently, “Hope 

is essential for any political struggle for radical change when the overall social 

climate promotes disillusionment and despair.” Elizabeth and Mary knew that 

both their sons would inspire such a struggle and work for such change. What’s 

more, hooks wrote, “Knowing love or the hope of knowing love is the anchor 

that keeps us from falling into that sea of despair.” Mary, at least, knew that her 

son would be motivated by, in, and for love, in all that he did and all that he said; 

Elizabeth knew that her son would bear witness to it with all that he had. Given 

the disillusion and even despair in which our own social climate, and that of so 

many of our contemporaries, would drown us as though it were a sea, I can think 

of no more helpful or hopeful gloss on the gospel for today, and especially the 

song Mary sings to her cousin and to us, the Magnificat, than these reflections. 

“Hope is essential” and “Love is the anchor” – and, remember: this is just the 

beginning. Amen. 


