
4th SUNDAY IN ADVENT 

December 19, 2021 

 

Text: Luke 1:39-55 

Theme: And Mary Sang      

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen  

 

As I was studying the first two chapters of Luke I noticed how often 

the author used songs to tell his story about Jesus.  Mary sings when 

she is greeted by her cousin Elizabeth (our lesson for today).  In the 

verses that follow our reading Zechariah sings when his son, John, is 

born.  On Christmas Eve we will hear the voice of the angels sing 

their praises to God and speak of peace as they share the good news 

of Jesus’ birth with the shepherds.  When the infant Jesus is brought 

to the temple Simeon sings as he cradles the Christ child in his arms.  
 

From Psalm 96 – 

O sing to the Lord a new song!  Sing to the Lord, all the earth. 

Sing to the Lord and bless his holy name. 
 

We have to wonder how Mary came to be so articulate, so poetic, and 

so very wise as we listen to the words of her song.  While there is 

much we do not know about this young woman who was chosen by 

God (for a purpose she could not have imagined) it does seem that 

Mary was familiar with the Old Testament stories about her people.    
 

We have to believe that she heard the story of Abraham and Sarah 

who bore children in their old age (and now mirrors the experience of 

Zechariah and Elizabeth).  She must have heard the story of Hannah 

who wept in the temple and would not eat because she was so dis-

traught from not being able to bear a child.  She pleaded with God and 

promised that she would dedicate her child to his service.  The Lord 

granted her petition and she kept her promise.  Hannah wrote her own 

song that is found in 1 Samuel 2.  It is so similar to the Song of Mary 

that perhaps she was repeating it to herself as she ran to her cousin.   

And as Mary ran she came up with new, hopeful, and world-altering 

lyrics of her own, carrying forward the same themes of God’s pre-

ference for the poor and the hungry and the powerless. 

We have to wonder what Biblical stories have shaped us, what stories 

have given us direction and hope, understanding and wisdom in the 

midst of uncertain times.   
 

Without a doubt the Biblical story that has shaped my life (other than 

the stories about Jesus) is the story of Joseph and his brothers.  It is 

such a powerful example of forgiveness that I recall it whenever I 

need to be reminded to forgive as I have been forgiven.  And then 

there is the story of the prophet Habakkuk.  It has given me a new 

insight into how God can work through others (even our enemies) to 

bring about good.  Sometimes I sit with the prophet on the mountain-

top and admit to God my lack of understanding but then declare my 

complete trust in him.  As for Mary, I could sit with her for days on 

end and wait for the Holy Spirit to come upon her.     
 

For nine months after 9/11 a photographer went through the debris at 

Ground Zero to document the wreckage.  As he was sifting through 

the rubble a firefighter handed him a piece of steel that was in the 

shape of a heart and had a page of the Bible melted into it.  Exposed 

(and unscathed) was the text from the Sermon on the Mount as found 

in Matthew 5.  The photographer was shocked that a sheet of paper 

could have survived the heat of the fire let alone that it was from the 

Bible.   
 

As he processed its meaning, it made him realize that the message of 

the Bible survives even the fires of hatred.  He goes on to say that this 

discovery gives us hope.  Something as fragile as a page from the 

Bible survived this incredible tragedy.  The fragment now rests at the 

National September 11 Memorial Museum where it continues to send 

a powerful message to people more than twenty years later.   
 

Mary pondered the stories that shaped her new situation and put them 

to song.  Here were two women (Elizabeth too old to bear a child) 

(and Mary so young she was not yet married) who were called to bear 

children of promise into a broken world by a God they only knew 

from a distance (until now).  Here were two women tucked away in 

the hill country of Judea and far from those in authority about to be 

the instruments by which God would change the world.  Faced with 

the long odds of their situation, they did not retreat or apologize or 

despair.  Instead, Mary sang.   

 



Mary sang of her confidence in the Lord’s promise to reverse the 

fortunes of an unjust world and to lift up all those who had been 

oppressed.  We learn from Mary that when all looks grim one of the 

most unexpected and powerful things we can do is sing. 
 

In the days and weeks following the attacks on September 11 many of 

us turned to music to heal us.  Concerts were organized and well-

known artists were inspired to write new songs.  The role of music in 

the aftermath of 9/11 helped to rally a city and a country to focus on 

rebuilding our sense of community.  On December 14, 2012, the 

hymn O Come, O Come Emmanuel was sung in a local church after 

the tragedy at Sandy Hook Elementary School.  Singing of light in a 

world of darkness is indeed nothing short of an act of courage and 

hope.     
 

The light of Advent (like the light of Christ) is an absolute protest to 

the darkness that gathers all around us.  The hymns of both Advent 

and Christmas manage to combine the realism of our world with the 

promise of Christ.  In the Song of Mary we hear anew God’s promise 

to hold us through all that might come our way.  On Easter (when we 

stand at the empty tomb) we will hear a new song of Jesus’ victory 

over death.   
 

In this Fourth Sunday in Advent we raise our voices in proclamation 

and in song.  We announce that Jesus Christ is the light of the world, a 

light that shines in the darkness, a light so bright that darkness cannot 

overcome it.  It is a song worth singing over and over again.  
 

Last Sunday everyone graciously acknowledged my call to Redeemer 

ten years ago.  By now you know that I am a bit of a liturgical snob or 

Scrooge when it comes to singing Christmas carols during Advent. So 

I thought about this a lot and got out my companion to the hymnal 

that gives me all the background information on how hymns came to 

be (to see if I could find a loophole) and . . . ho, ho, ho I discovered 

two Christmas hymns that we can sing today.   
 

Who knew that the hymn Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming started out 

as an Advent hymn?  The original song only had two verses.  Both 

stanzas express the prophecy of Isaiah which foretold the coming of 

Christ and his lineage which reminds us of our Jesse Tree.  So we will 

sing it today. 

 

And who knew that the hymn Joy to the World was not intended to be 

an Advent or a Christmas song?  In its original form the song had 

nothing to do with Advent or Christmas.  It was not even written to be 

a song.  Its author, Isaac Watts, had published a book of poems based 

on the psalms.  Joy to the World is an adaptation of Psalm 98.  Watts 

interpreted the psalm as a celebration of Jesus as King of both the 

church and the world.  It is more fitting for Christ the King Sunday 

but we will sing it today. 
 

The Song of Mary and our Advent hymns and our Christmas carols 

all hold together the grittiness of life on the margins and the resilient 

hope of those who trust in God.  Our songs of praise seek to honor the 

holy One amid the suffering of our world.  As Advent concludes we 

join the voices of Mary and Zechariah and Simeon and sing our 

favorite carols and make room for a new song!  Sing to the Lord, all 

the earth.  Sing to the Lord and bless his holy name.  Amen 
 


