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Mindful, Mighty, Merciful 

Luke 1:46-56 

John Breon 

 

 The Good News from North Haven is a collection of stories about the 

fictional town of North Haven, MN. The main character is David Battles, 

pastor of Second Presbyterian Church. In one of the stories, David tells 

about baptizing a child of a leading family in the church. A custom in that 

church was to ask, “Who stands with this child?” And various family 

members stood as the child was baptized. After the service, a woman who 

usually sat far in the back spoke to David and asked about having her 

daughter’s child baptized. The young mother’s name was Tina and her 

baby’s name was Jimmy. The father of the child had left town. The thought 

of asking the question during baby Jimmy’s baptism troubled David. Who, 

beside Tina’s mom Mildred, would stand? But he agreed to baptize Jimmy 

on the Fourth Sunday of Advent. The story is so well-told that it’s worth 

reading it: 

 

Down the aisle she came, nervously, briskly, smiling at me only, 

shaking slightly with month-old Jimmy in her arms, a blue pacifier 

stuck in his mouth. The scene hurt, all right, every bit as much as we 

knew it would. So young this mother was, and so alone. One could 

not help but remember another baby boy born long ago to a young 

and unwed mother in difficult circumstances. 

     I read the opening part of the service, noting Mildred Cory sitting 

strangely out of place in a front pew. Then I asked, “Who stands with 

this child?” I nodded at Mildred slightly to coax her to her feet. She 

rose slowly, looking to either side, and then returned my smile. 

     My eyes went back to the service book. I was just about to ask Tina 

the parents’ questions of commitment when I became aware of 

movement in the pews. Angus MacDowell had stood up in his blue 

serge suit, Minnie beside him. Then a couple of other elders stood up, 

then the sixth-grade Sunday school teacher stood up, then a new 
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young couple in church, and soon, before my incredulous eyes, the 

whole church was standing with little Jimmy. (173-74) 

 

 As we think about that other baby boy born so long ago in 

Bethlehem, we might ask, “Who stands with this Child?” Who stands with 

Mary and her child? As we look more closely at some of Mary’s story, we’ll 

see some of what it means to stand with her child Jesus.  

 In the first chapter of Luke we see two women—Elizabeth and Mary. 

They’re relatives. They share an experience—they both are (surprisingly) 

pregnant. Elizabeth is old and her son will close the old age. Mary is young 

and her son will usher in the new. Both women are filled with the Holy Spirit 

and sing songs of blessing and praise, prophecy and fulfillment. They 

celebrate together, and help us celebrate, how God keeps promises. 

 Elizabeth is married to Zechariah, a priest. While burning incense at 

the Altar of Incense in the temple, he saw the angel Gabriel who told him 

that he and Elizabeth would have a son named John who would lead many 

people back to the Lord and prepare people for the Lord. Zechariah had a 

hard time believing this, so he was made unable to speak until the birth of 

his son. Sure enough, after he returned home, Elizabeth became pregnant 

despite her advanced age. 

 Mary was betrothed—pledged to be married—to Joseph, a carpenter 

or builder. The angel Gabriel came to her and told her that she would 

conceive and give birth to a son to be named Jesus. He would be the Son 

of God and would reign forever. When Mary wondered how this could 

happen since she was still a virgin, the angel told her that God’s Holy Spirit 

would cause this baby to be conceived in her. As a sign of God’s miraculous 

grace, the angel told Mary about Elizabeth. Though she was old and had 

never been able to have a child, she was now in her sixth month of 

pregnancy. Then he reminded her of something Abraham and Sarah had 

heard: “Nothing is impossible with God.” 

 Mary responded in a way that’s an example for all disciples: “I am the 

Lord’s servant. Let it be to me according to your word.” 

 Now Mary hurries to the hill country of Judea to see Elizabeth. She 

enters Zechariah and Elizabeth’s home and greets Elizabeth. In that 
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moment, several surprising and amazing things happen. Elizabeth’s baby 

leaps in her womb. Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit and shouts 

blessings on Mary, whom she calls “the mother of my Lord.” 

 How did Elizabeth know this? God made it known to her when he 

filled her with the Holy Spirit and made her prophesy. The ancient Jews 

regarded the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of prophecy. There hadn’t been a 

prophet among them for hundreds of years. But now an ordinary elderly 

woman is filled with the Holy Spirit and given the gift of prophecy. Her son 

would be the first great prophet in many years and at the same time the 

last in the line of Old Covenant prophets. John was the last to prepare the 

Lord’s way, to point forward to the coming promises. John stood at the 

threshold of the age of fulfillment. He would begin to see it happen. 

 It would happen through Mary’s son, Jesus. Elizabeth’s blessing of 

Mary recognized Mary’s greater status. In the same way, Elizabeth’s son 

John would one day recognize the greater status of Mary’s son Jesus. Mary 

is blessed because she was chosen by God and because she believed that 

God would do what he’d told her. Again, she’s an example for us: God 

chooses us and waits for our believing and humble response so God can fill 

us with his life and work through us. 

 Mary responds to Elizabeth’s blessing with a prophecy of her own. In 

Luke’s Gospel and Acts, speaking forth the word of God is a result of being 

filled with the Holy Spirit. While Luke doesn’t use the words, “Mary was 

filled with the Holy Spirit,” she must have been. When Gabriel was telling 

her how she would conceive Jesus, he said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 

you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” Mary becomes 

a temple of God’s Word and she’s inspired to speak God’s message. 

 Mary’s song is called “The Magnificat.” In Latin, that’s the song’s first 

word. Mary says, “My soul magnifies the Lord.” This song of praise weaves 

together several OT themes, many from the Psalms. It especially echoes 

Hannah’s prayer. Hannah had been unable to have a child. Her husband’s 

other wife mocked her and made her miserable. Hannah asked God for a 

child and promised to dedicate her child to the Lord’s service. She gave 

birth to Samuel (whose name means, “God hears”). And she dedicated 

Samuel to the Lord. He grew up in the tabernacle, serving as the priest’s 
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assistant and later as a great prophet and priest in Israel. Hannah’s prayer 

of thanksgiving is in 1 Samuel 2:1-10. 

 The wording of Mary’s song is similar to Hannah’s prayer and she 

echoes some of Hannah’s themes. There’s rejoicing and praise for what God 

has done and what God will do. It’s interesting that Mary speaks of God’s 

future acts as though they’ve already happened. What God will do in the 

future—lift up the lowly and humble—he’s already begun to do in Mary. 

God is the Mighty One who does great things and whose name is holy. God 

is also the Merciful One who’s mindful of his servants, who looks with favor 

upon them, who remembers his promises and helps his people. 

 Those three words, mindful, mighty, and merciful, stand out. What 

does it mean for God to be mindful of his servant’s lowliness? How does 

God show his might and mercy? 

 Mary says, “God my Savior has been mindful of my humble state.” 

This Mighty One, God the Lord, the Savior, Israel’s Helper has been mindful 

of her. To be mindful of someone is to think about them. To have them on 

your mind. “Mindful” here means that God has looked with favor or grace 

on Mary. Earlier, Elizabeth said that God had shown her favor (1:25). The 

angel called Mary “highly favored” (28) and told her she had found favor 

with God (30). The mercy that God shows relates to this as well. 

 God looked with favor on Mary in her lowliness. It’s not just humility. 

The word conveys poverty and low social standing. Mary is a Jewish girl in 

her mid-teens who lives in a village most people don’t think much of. Later, 

when she and Joseph take Jesus to the Temple to dedicate him, they don’t 

offer a lamb, but a pair of birds, the sacrifice poor people made (2:24). 

 One commentator says about this: 

 

That she should sing this song that links God’s blessing of her in her 

“lowliness” to God’s promises for the whole people makes Mary into 

the lead singer in a chorus of all those whose dreams and yearnings 

are given voice in its words. (Sharon Ringe, Luke. Westminster Bible 

Companion) 
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 Mary identifies with those she later calls the humble and the hungry. 

She sings, she speaks for everyone who is low, poor, outcast, down and 

dejected. Jesus will do the same. If we’re going to stand with him, if we’re 

his people, we’ll learn to stand with people who are lowly as well. 

 We can do that when we know that God thinks of us, favors us—not 

because of anything we do or our accomplishments or what we have, but 

simply because of God’s grace, because God is merciful.  

 A while back a ministry called Soul Shepherding sent out a prayer. It’s 

called The Smile of the Father: A Prayer for Pastors, but I think it speaks to 

and for all of us. The first line says, “The smile of the Father shines on me—I 

am approved of.” Isn’t that good news? Just bask in that and soak that in. 

 Who is this God who’s mindful of Mary and of us? He’s the Mighty 

One who is also merciful. God is the divine warrior who works deliverance. 

He’s the Mighty One who does great things, performs mighty deeds, 

scatters the proud, brings down rulers, and sends the rich away empty. God 

is mighty. God has power to accomplish his purposes.  

 At the same time, God is the merciful God of the covenant. We’ve 

talked before about the Hebrew word hesed. It’s gets translated lots of 

ways, often mercy or lovingkindness. It’s God’s covenant love, faithful love. 

God looks with favor on the lowly, extends mercy to those who fear him, 

fills the hungry with good things, helps his servant Israel, remembers to be 

merciful. God remembers and acts on the promises he’s made. 

 “As the divine warrior, God acts dynamically against the proud and 

powerful; as the merciful God of the covenant, God’s dynamic acts are for 

the sake of those who fear him, the object of his promise, Israel” (Joel 

Green, Luke. New International Commentary on the New Testament). 

 In Mary’s song, lines about God’s mercy and the merciful things God 

does frame the lines about God’s mighty deeds that reverse the fortunes of 

people. So, the stuff about scattering the proud and bringing down the 

powerful is in the setting of mercy. This isn’t about vengeance or the poor 

and lowly triumphing over the rich and powerful. Hungry people get to 

enjoy good things. Rich people don’t get to keep piling up riches. The rich 

are sent away empty so they can be filled with something better than 
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riches. Powerful people no longer get to dominate others. But the “lowly” 

don’t get to retaliate and do what’s been done to them. 

 On the other hand, the overturning and transforming that the middle 

section describes keep us from being sentimental about God’s mercy. God’s 

mercy isn’t separated from God’s justice. We understand God’s mercy in the 

context of God’s faithfulness to his own commitments and covenants 

(Ringe). 

 Mary speaks of the inbreaking of God’s kingdom that the whole OT 

had been pointing to. In God’s kingdom the world is turned upside down—

or, right side up. Present standards of measuring and evaluating are 

reversed. In God’s kingdom the humble and poor are lifted up and glorified 

and the haughty and rich are thrown down and humiliated. 

 God showed favor to Mary, a handmaiden of low status. “What God 

has done for Mary anticipates and models what God will do for the poor, 

the powerless, and the oppressed of the world.” That is, God raises the 

lowly and brings low the lofty. In God’s final judgment, there’s a reversal of 

fortunes. This reversal has already begun and God’s choice of Mary is 

evidence of it (Fred Craddock, Interpretation: Luke).  

 Mary sang this tremendous song of praise in response to what God 

had done for her and what she saw God would do for many people. Several 

themes of Jesus’ ministry and teaching are here. How did Mary know all 

this? The Holy Spirit filled her and inspired her. The Word of God was at 

home in her. But that couldn’t have happened if she hadn’t surrendered, if 

she hadn’t said, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be with me according to 

your word.” 

 James Bryan Smith tells about when he was in seminary, he got close 

to burning out. He was struggling. He went on a retreat at a monastery. His 

spiritual director for the retreat was a monk who wore sweats and jogging 

shoes under his robe. Jim wasn’t impressed. The assignment the monk gave 

him was to read the story of the annunciation to Mary in Luke 1. The first 

day, he read it and analyzed it. The next day, the director asked him about it 

and told him he didn’t really get it and to read it again. So he spent another 

day with the story and was getting bored. The director again said he wasn’t 

really getting the story. So he spent another day with it. He got so 



7 
 

frustrated, he finally yelled, “I give up! You win!” He’s not even sure who he 

was yelling at. But a little later, he picked up the Bible and read the passage 

again. This time he really heard it. He wasn’t trying to control or analyze. He 

was just listening. And Mary’s words stood out to him: “Let it be with me 

according to your word.” He felt like God was speaking to him through and 

about this passage of Scripture. That became Jim’s prayer. He says, 

 

Long before the Beatles sang these words of wisdom, Mary 

responded to Gabriel by saying, “Let it be with me….” Let it be. I 

accept. These are words of obedience and surrender. It is a 

declaration of acceptance of God’s will. It is an offering of her will and 

her life to God. (The Magnificent Journey 5-9, 11) 

 

 I read that earlier this year. And I decided to make “let it be” part of 

my praying. I’ll pray it occasionally during the day. But I nearly always pray 

it silently as I go to sleep. I close my eyes and think, “Let it be with me 

according to your word.” Sometimes I’ll think of other things in the Bible 

that I hope will happen for me. 

 Would you stand with Mary, and with Jesus, would you join in 

surrendering to God, to God’s will? We can do that because God is mindful 

of us, God is mighty, and God is merciful. 


