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May I speak to you in the name of the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. AMEN 
 
 
    In a congregation such as this, I do not need to tell 
you about the power of music, particularly the power 
of an individual song. Let me explain with a personal 
story.  
 
    My grandmother is about to turn 90 and she’s 
suffering from short term-memory loss as she ages. If 
you sit with her in conversation for more than 5 
minutes, she’ll be sure to ask you the same question 
multiple times, just as earnestly as she asked the first 
time. I tell you this because over the summer, when I 
was spending some time with my family in Yosemite 
National Park, I found myself on a long drive with my 
grandmother and my dad. My grandmother was quiet 
during the drive for a long time, not really able to 
keep up with sustained conversation, and I felt some 
sadness that she wasn’t able to participate as fully as 
she’d used to. 

 I plugged my phone into the car stereo and 
pulled up some old Enka music that I knew she’d 
like, music from when she was young. The particular 
song I played was from an old crooner I remembered 
hearing when I was young as I would run around her 
house or I’d go to the big pan-Asian banquet hall 
where she worked. Sure enough, she immediately 



started singing along to a song she most likely hasn’t 
heard in decades, hitting the notes and singing the 
words in Japanese perfectly.  

 
It was a more powerful moment for me than I’d 
anticipated. I remembered places and people and 
smells that I’d associated with this song from when I 
was young; I remembered my grandmother as 
independent and full of life; I imagined her life in 
Japan as a young woman when this song was first on 
the radio…and yet here I was playing this song from 
my 21st century smartphone as a grown man.  

The song was in and out of time, in a way, 
then, and now, and everything in between, and 
somehow hearing my grandmother sing these words 
again transported me through decades of family 
history and gathered all the memories and 
photographs and people into one meaningful 
moment.  

 
One of the things I was most fascinated by when I 
began to study the Bible in earnest was the discovery 
that songs were embedded in Scripture, sometimes 
clearly labelled as such and sometimes incorporated 
more subtly. Think of the Song of Miriam we read in 
Exodus during the Easter Vigil or the kenosis hymn 
in Philippians 2. One of the reasons for including 
these songs in scripture was to preserve them, for a 
hymn of faith to be passed through time for others to 



pick up. 
 
 
Mary sings these words in what has come to be 
known as the Magnificat, today in Luke’s Gospel: 
 
    “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 
in God my Savior,  for he has looked with favor on 
the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One 
has done great things for me, and holy is his name.” 

 
The Magnificat is surely one of the most famous 
examples of songs in scripture, one we say daily 
during Evening Prayer or hear sung during evensong. 
Mary’s words of praise to God for the blessing of 
Jesus, and for the promise of God’s reign of justice, 
have echoed through the church of every age, 
reminding us of the arrival of our promised 
redemption. Mary’s song of praise did not start with 
her, however.  

Scholars have long noted the striking 
similarities between Mary’s song and the song of 
another woman who existed long before her, leading 
them to believe Luke in some way modelled Mary’s 
song after this earlier source.  

 
In 1 Samuel 2, Hannah, a devout Israelite, sings a 
song of praise to God for the birth of her long 



awaited son, Samuel, a man who would be devoted to 
temple service all his life and serve as a venerable 
leader of the people of Israel. Hannah had long 
thought herself barren and would go to the 
tabernacle to pray for a child. When her wildest hope 
is finally realized, Hannah sings: “My heart exults in 
the Lord; my strength is exalted in my God. My 
mouth derides my enemies, because I rejoice in my 
victory.” 

 
Mary knew the promises of God for her and her 
people, and she believed them. Perhaps it is fair to say 
that one of the ways in which Mary prepared herself 
to be the mother of God with us was to actively hold 
on to and meditate upon the promises of God for 
her. In a world filled with anything but promise, 
Mary refused to lose hope and give in to despair, and 
it was this tenacity which readied her to bear Christ 
into our world. She knew the promise for Hannah 
had been fulfilled, and however remote that same 
fulfillment for her seemed, Mary trusted that God’s 
faithfulness has no expiration date. She drew strength 
from an example like Hannah’s and when the time 
came, Mary joined Hannah and countless others in a 
song of promise and hope.  

 
 
As I close, let me share briefly with you when the 
words of Mary’s song became real to me. It was the 
summer before I began seminary, and the protests in 



Ferguson, MO over the killing of Michael Brown had 
just begun in earnest. The Black Lives Matter 
movement was in its earliest days, and for the first 
time in my adult life I was forced to consider the 
active legacy of racism in our country. Without 
having any clue as to the significance of the date, I 
went to mass on August 14th, the day on which the 
Episcopal Church commemorates the witness and 
martyrdom of Jonathan Myrick Daniels, an Episcopal 
seminarian who was murdered in the act of shielding 
a 17 year old Ruby Sales from the shotgun of a violent 
white man.  

 
 
Later that night I read Daniels’ own words about 
what motivated him, what prepared him to lay down 
his life in such a fashion. He wrote: 

 
“I had come to Evening Prayer as usual that evening, 
and as usual I was singing the Magnificat with the 
special love and reverence I have always felt for Mary's 
glad song…I found myself peculiarly alert, suddenly 
straining toward the decisive, luminous, Spirit-filled 
"moment" that would, in retrospect, remind me of 
others…Then it came. "He hath put down the mighty 
from their seat, and hath exalted the humble and 
meek. He hath filled the hungry with good things." I 
knew then that I must go to Selma. The Virgin's song 
was to grow more and more dear in the weeks ahead.” 

 



It was Mary’s song, joined with Hannah’s and a 
million more, echoing through the church age after 
age, which prompted Daniels’ to lift his own voice in 
praise and hope, to offer himself unreservedly for the 
good of another. Mary’s song, Hannah’s song, were in 
and out of time, reaching back and leaping forward, 
gathering together the hopes and the petitions of all 
God’s people and weaving them into a “decisive, 
luminous, Spirit-filled moment” in the heart of 
Jonathan Daniels, preparing him for his work of 
bearing Christ into the world.  

 
The power of a song, passed through time, sung by 
new voices for an ancient promise.  

 
 
 
He has brought down the powerful 
from their thrones, and lifted up the 
lowly;  

he has filled the hungry with good things, 
and sent the rich away empty.  

He has helped his servant Israel, in 
remembrance of his mercy,  

according to the promise he made to our 
ancestors, 

to Abraham and to his descendants 
forever." 

 



 
May Mary’s song echo in your heart this Christmas 
and inspire your own, that with Hannah, Mary, 
Jonathan Daniels and all the saints, you may never 
give up Hope, and that you too may bear Christ to 
your world.  

 
AMEN 
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