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CHRISTMAS MAGNIFIED 
An iPod for Christmas (Part 1)  

Text: Luke 1:39-56 
 

 
What’s On Your Christmas Playlist? 

 
Before he made it big in the music industry, country music star Travis Tritt spent many 
years playing out-of-the-way joints that could be downright dangerous places.  Drunk 
fans would start bar fights over the tiniest provocation.  But Tritt says that he stumbled 
on a way to restore the peace in such moments.  He says: “When things started getting 
out of hand, when bikers were reaching for their pool cues and rednecks were heading 
for the gun rack, I'd start playing 'Silent Night.'” It could be the middle of July—I didn't 
care.”  But the effect was amazing. People would stop, sometimes in mid-swing.  Some 
of them would “even start crying, standing there watching me sweat and play Christmas 
carols."1 
 
It’s amazing, isn’t it, what power there is in certain songs?  The right song can soothe 
the savage beast or whip a crowd into frenzy.  The right song can stop you dead in your 
tracks or send you tumbling down the tunnel of time to a place you’d almost completely 
forgotten.  Maybe it was for this reason that the great sixteenth century reformer, Martin 
Luther, once said: “Music is a glorious gift of God, very like to theology.”2  Like theology, 
music is a sacred art and vessel through which God can pour his Light and Truth into 
this too often blind and deafened world.   
 
I suspect that this is part of what is so wonderful about the Christmas season, don’t you 
think?  There’s all this fabulous music.  If you could put on your iPod or your old Victrola 
your absolutely favorite Christmas songs, what would be on your playlist?  How many of 
you would have “Silent Night” on that list?  How about “We Three Kings”?  What about 
“O Little Town of Bethlehem”?    Well, get ready, because we’re going to be singing all 
of those in the weeks ahead.  We’re even going to sing Silent Night a cappella here on 
Christmas Eve, so start practicing!  How many of you would like to sing “Grandma Got 
Run Over By A Reindeer”?  We will not be singing that one here, but go crazy on your 
own!   
 
Now here’s a question for you:  How many of us would think to put “Mary’s Song” or 
“Zechariah’s Ballad” on our playlist?  What about the “Song of Simeon” or the “Angel’s 
Anthem”?  I think it’s interesting that those songs don’t come to mind for most of us, 
maybe even ironic that they don’t, because they are actually the original Christmas 
carols.  Somehow we’ve lost the melodies that first went along with them, but we still 
have the lyrics.  Thankfully, our friend Luke (the man who preserved the stories of the 
Jesus People in the Book of Acts) kindly kept a record of these first songs that told of 
the true significance of Christ’s coming into this world.  Today and in the weeks to 
come, we’re going to cue them up together.  I hope we’ll discover that they still have the 
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power to stop a fight or stir us to action in service to that glorious king Who once came 
down at Christmas and is still on the move in the world today. 
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Magnification 
 
The song we’ll listen to today is, according to many scholars, the most frequently sung 
song in all of human history.  For centuries now, this text has been sung in monasteries 
the world over and is still a regular part of daily prayer in the Roman Catholic and 
Anglican church’s Vespers service.  Unlike other psalms which are usually intoned in a 
very solemn way, this passage has almost always been set to a melody that 
emphasizes the tremendous JOY associated with the coming of Jesus.  The famous 
church musician, Cesar Franck, is said to have composed 63 different settings for this 
one text. He had in mind 100, but he just died before he could get them written.  The 
Novello publishing house alone lists upwards of one thousand such settings by various 
composers.3  In other words, if there were a countdown of the top ten music videos of 
the Bible, this one we’re about to explore together would come in at number one. 
 
Do you know the more familiar title by which the Song of Mary goes?  It’s derived from 
the key word in the opening line of the Latin form of the lyric.  The word gets rendered 
here as “glorifies” but in most other Bible versions is translated “magnifies.”  For this 
reason the song is typically referred to as “The Magnificat.”  For some reason and since 
I was a child, whenever I’ve hear that word, I’ve thought of magnification in the optical 
sense.  I think back to Decembers long past when I sat shivering with my dad in the old 
Yankee Stadium, watching the New York Giants play football.  I know I’ve said two bad 
words in that one sentence there, but SOLDIER on and BEAR with me, if you would!   
 
As a little kid, it’s hard not to lose interest in almost any game after a while.  That was 
particularly so for me watching those football games because I had an as yet 
undiagnosed astigmatism and most of what happened down there on the field was just 
a blur to me.  But when I started to lose interest, my dad would sometimes pass me this 
old set of Bausch & Lomb binoculars he always brought to those games.  I’d look 
through those lenses and suddenly see magnified a reality that woke me up all over 
again to the wonder of what was happening down there.  The players were so massive 
and strong.  The action was so fast and the clash of the opposing lines so fierce that it 
took my breath away to watch it. 
 

Magnifying the GOD of Christmas 
 
That’s what still happens for me when I look at Christmas. Sometimes, I feel like 
Christmas has just become a blur for me – a thing going on out there, a rushing and 
roaring tumult that I’m supposed to be excited about but which has lost its meaning for 
me.  Does that ever happen for you?  If it does, then I urge you to look through lenses 
like this amazing song of Mary’s provides, because what it shows us is Christmas 
Magnified to the tenth power.   Every time you see someone write “X-mas” from now on, 
think of this.   
 
When Mary looked at Christmas, two great realities filled her vision.  The first reality is 
described in verses 46-50, and that reality was WHO was really on the field and was 
now calling her into the game.  Mary caught an up-close glimpse of the massive 
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strength and rippling glory of God himself on the move.  For a moment, the very sight of 
it took her breath away and then filled Mary’s soul with song. “My soul [magnifies] the 
Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the 
humble state of his servant.  From now on all generations will call me blessed, for 
the Mighty One has done great things for me--holy is his name. His mercy 
extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation.” 
 
To translate this, Mary is simply enraptured by the rolling musculature and magnificence 
of the nature of God.   Somehow she is able to see past all those little godlet images 
people have – all those human-size pictures of God we develop – that “God is my best 
friend,” “God is the Big Man Upstairs,” “God is my co-pilot” way we have of conceiving 
of God.  Somehow, Mary sees beyond all the little rituals, the systems and structures, 
by which people in every age try to control and manage God, and she sees into the face 
of “the Mighty One” himself.  She catches a glimpse of the brilliant purity and holiness 
that is God’s very essence, “his name.”  She knows that in contrast to a Being like this 
she is weak and woeful and without a prayer of justifying or saving herself.   
 
But what stuns Mary most is how absolutely good the great God is.  It’s one thing to 
have a great God.  Some people say “Allah akbar” – “God is great!”  But to have a God 
whose greatness shows itself in his goodness – in his charity, in his generosity, in his 
forgiveness – this is a glorious thing.  God’s might and holiness are so great that he 
could obliterate Mary, like an NFL linebacker at full tilt could explode through an errant 
toddler who’s strayed onto the field.  But instead he comes, and slows down and  bends 
down and extends his hand to Mary, and lifts her up.  And God’s sphere of influence is 
so vast, the numbers of people who look to him so huge, the number of people he could 
choose to use, that there is infinitely less likelihood that he should ever notice her, a 
peasant female teenager from Palestine, than that the quarterback of a Superbowl team 
should suddenly spot a scrawny kid in the back row of the bleachers, leave the field, 
come up to that child and say: “Hey kid, I’ve been watching you.  I like your stuff.  C’mon 
on out onto the field with me.  I’m going to use your life to change this game.” 
 
This is the miracle that gets magnified for Mary and by Mary.  It is the truth that at the 
heart of this universe is a God whose greatness is only exceeded by his goodness.  He 
is holy but nonetheless helpful to those who are not holy and comes to be their Savior.  
He is mighty but nonetheless mindful and merciful toward humble people, those who 
“fear him,” who reverence him.  From generation to generation God is worthy of our 
soul’s surrender and our life’s service.  And now and then a song of Christmas comes to 
us in the midst of this mad barroom we call life and stops us amidst the tumult and 
reminds us of the truth..  It stops and silences us before the staggering splendor of the 
God who says “My will is to bring forth My life through you.”  
 

Magnifying the GAME of Christmas 
 
But don’t forget the clash and conflict that is part of this life.  If you look through the 
binoculars that Mary’s Song gives us, you don’t only see the God of Christmas 
magnified, you see the Game of Christmas much more clearly too.  Sometimes we think 
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of Christmas as mainly about peace, reconciliation, and harmony.  In a sense, it is.  
Those are indeed the final outcomes, the ultimate rewards of Christ’s victory.  But the 
game that must be played to get to that victory – the game that Jesus himself played 
and which he calls his disciples to play until the final peace comes -- involves a struggle.  
Listen to the notes of strife and tension in the latter part of Mary’s Song, verses 51-55:  
“[God] has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are 
proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones 
but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things but has 
sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be 
merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers."  
 
In the words of Edward F. Markquart: “E. Stanley Jones, a famous preacher of two 
generations ago, said that the Magnificat is ‘the most revolutionary document in the 
world.’”  Wow.  Really?  I thought. And then I read on and saw how “Geldenhese, a 
Dutch theologian, said that the Magnificat ‘announces powerful revolutionary 
principles.’”  And then, further along, “Murrow, another theologian, talks about the 
‘revolutionary germ’ found in the Magnificat.”4  And then I read how William Barclay, the 
famous English theologian, says in effect that just because the song is sung by a gentle, 
humble woman, we dare not miss the fact that she is carrying “a bombshell.”  Only this 
kind creates; it doesn’t just take.  The child that Mary will bear into this world, as her 
song suggests, is going to challenge us to participate in three revolutions, Barclay says: 
a moral revolution, a social revolution, and an economic revolution.5  Think about that. 
 
As Mary sings, God “scatter[s] those who are proud” she is announcing that the birth 
of the Christ Child will be the start of a moral revolution.   Why is that?  Barclay puts it 
this way:  It is because the coming of the Christ Child, marks the start of “the death of 
pride.”  Because, those who set their life beside the life of Christ, they discover that “it 
tears the last vestiges of pride” from them.  Barclay says that “sometimes something 
happens to [people] which with a vivid, blinding, revealing light” exposes them for who 
they are.  He remembers the story told by O. Henry in which “there was a lad who was 
brought up in a [small] village.  In school he used to sit beside a girl and they were fond 
of each other.”  But as time went on, the boy “went to the [big] city and fell [into] evil 
ways.  He became a pickpocket and petty thief.”  And on one particular day “he had just 
snatched an old lady’s wallet,” and was making his way down the street feeling very 
clever and very pleased with his ingenuity when he suddenly saw coming down the 
sidewalk toward him the very girl who had been beside him in that class long ago – still 
exhibiting “the radiance of innocence.”  And he remembered what he’d been and what 
he’d become.  And “burning with shame, he leaned his head against the cool iron of a 
lamp standard.  ‘God,’ he said, ‘I wish I could die.’”   When we see the figure of Jesus 
Christ, our response is a little different.  We see his blazing purity, his absolute love, the 
extraordinary fruit of the Spirit so resplendent in his life.  And we look at him and we 
respond, “Oh, God, I wish I could live – as He lives.”  And the moral revolution can 
begin. 
 
The coming of Jesus Christ also means a social revolution.   Mary’s voice sings “He 
has brought down rulers from their thrones but he has lifted up the humble.”   
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What is being communicated here and so often in the teaching and lifestyle of Jesus 
and the Apostles who followed him is that to live as a Christian is to see, as Barclay 
says, “an end to the world’s labels and prestige,” at least in one’s own life.  “Muretus 
was a wandering scholar of the middle ages.  He was poor [and] in an Italian town took 
ill,” says Barclay, “and was taken to a hospital for waifs and strays.  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.  
[And Muretus] looked up and answered them in their own learned tongue.”  And this is 
what he said: “Call no man worthless for whom Christ [has come and] died.” 
 
We live in a world where we’re told, again and again, that worth is measured by 
appearance, connections, education, go down the list.  But Jesus comes to start a 
social revolution.  He says: “You must never look at human beings the same way again.  
You must never, ever look at another human being, no matter how marred and 
disfigured they may be, and call them worthless, for these are the ones for whom I 
came and died. 
 
And then Mary tells us that “he has filled the hungry with good things but sent the 
rich away empty.”  What is being declared here is, in a sense, also an economic 
revolution.  “A non-Christian society is,” says Barclay, by nature “an acquisitive society.”  
It’s a society in which the object is for each person to “amass as much” as they can 
possibly get.  But “a Christian society” -- a society that is influenced by the Christ Child 
and his vision of life -- this is “a society where no one dares to have too much where 
others have too little.”  It is a society where everyone “must get” with a mind to how they 
might also “give away.”  “There is loveliness,” writes Barclay, “in the Magnificat, but in 
that loveliness,” we must not forget, “there is dynamite.” 
 
Do you see the meaning of Christmas?  How much do you need to put on those 
magnifying lenses that the Song of Mary gives us?  How easy is it for you to forget the 
greatness of the God who deigns through his goodness to become flesh and dwell 
amongst us?   How easy is it for you to turn Christianity into just another tame ritual, just 
another way of getting ahead or getting by, instead of stepping into the game, being part 
of the revolution, to which this Child calls us?  How open are you and I to not only sing 
the song but hear the song and then become the song of good news that our world is 
still so longing to hear? 
 
Let us pray… 
 
O Lord and our God, we give you thanks that you have so loved this world that you 
have sent your only begotten Son that whosoever believes in him should not perish but 
have everlasting life.  Lead us into the life, we pray.  Fill our lives with the song of your 
grace and truth.  Make of our lives together a symphony that brings the world to its feet 
in attention, and then to its knees in humble worship, and then to its feet once again in 
service to your kingdom.  For this we pray in the name of Jesus.  Amen. 
 
 



Daniel D. Meyer /© Christ Church of Oak Brook / 12-10-06 7 

 
The brilliant Spanish writer, Jose Ortega y Gasset wrote: “Before long there will be 
heard throughout the planet a formidable cry rising like the howling of innumerable dogs 
to the stars asking for someone or something to take command.”  This is why, in the 
fullness of time, God sent forth his Son. 
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