“Rejoicing in the Future”

Luke 1:46-55

December 7, 2008

Read Luke 1:46-55

What happens when you think about the future? Are you excited? Are you frightened? 

It is a both-and situation, isn’t it? 

On the one side, all you need do is watch the news to get frightened. Israel is contemplating bombing Iranian nuclear sites with or without the approval of the United States. The volatility in the stock market has everyone on edge; some more than on edge as more than half a million jobs have been lost in the last six weeks. Just a few miles south of here, there is a war being waged by druglords that is costing thousands of lives. It has begun to spill onto this side of the border. There are protests against this, protests against that, we seem to be in a cycle of distrust and disunity. Looking into that future can be scary.

On the other side, there is some excitement about the future, too. The election of a new president cuts both ways, but there is a palpable excitement in many corners about the change that President-elect Obama will be bringing. Technology is remarkable – the world has changed within our lifetimes. We can travel coast-to-coast in a matter of hours, not days. Mine is the first generation to grow up knowing that we put a man on the moon – it is no longer the stuff of science fiction. We have the ability to communicate with each other in a variety of media. The possibilities seem endless. For me, seeing Kaley and Brooke in college, seeing Abby growing and wondering what adventures they will all experience brings joy to me. Even within our church family, the future is exciting. This past Friday night, Elizabeth Laboda organized our Christmas Bell concert with brothers and sisters in Christ from St. Mark’s up the road. It was a great time of fellowship and we look forward to future events even with more congregations. Wouldn’t it be great if we could be the catalyst for a genuine community collaboration among all the congregations near us? That is a future that excites me.

Looking at the future, we often have feelings of fear and excitement at the same time. 

In our text today, Mary’s Magnificat – Mary’s song – is a look at the future from a third perspective: expectation. Mary is expecting – literally – a baby to be born. But more than that, she is living in the expectation of what God is doing and going to do. In theological circles, we call this “eschatology.” Technically, the word eschatology means the study of the last things; but we use it more generally to talk about eternal things. Mary has the expectation that God is actively engaged in his holy work – work that began long ago, work that continued in her experience, and would continue for generations to come until it came to completion.

Background
We need to set the scene. In Luke 1, there are two birth narratives: one for John the Baptist and one for Jesus. In each, Luke is careful to show how much better and greater Jesus is – this is not to slight John the Baptist; rather, it is to demonstrate the complete and total “better-ness” of Jesus.

So, who was Mary? It is a familiar story, but worth re-telling.

In short, she was no one and she was everyone. Most experts believe she was young – perhaps as young as 13 years old. She was betrothed to be married; not actually married. Betrothal was a lengthy period of engagement. The engagement was months long so as to make sure that the bride was not pregnant. If the woman was pregnant, she would be shamed and the marriage covenant would be broken. Note, it would be broken because she was considered “damaged goods.”  

Now, the angel Gabriel spoke to Mary. If you go back to Luke 1:34, Mary asks the same question we would all ask, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” Gabriel explains how, that the child would be of the Holy Spirit. As a sign to her, Gabriel explains about Elizabeth, John the Baptist’s mother, who was thought to be barren. “…In her old age [she] has conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” 


There is no indication that she was naïve or ill-informed. In fact, her question, “How can this be?” is entirely appropriate. It is not difficult to see how this announcement would bring a whole lot of trouble to her. 

· The neighbors would be abuzz with the news – it is no different today. If a high school girl gets pregnant, it does not take long for the news to get around. She may go in hiding and find that all of her friends have deserted her, but the news does not hide. It is a scandal and it brings a measure of shame on the family.

· Never mind the neighbors, though. Think about her parents. They would not take this news well. She would be grounded for quite a while and, well, they would confiscate her cellphone and her Facebook page would be history. They would be reeling, trying to figure out how to do damage control on the family’s reputation.

· And, in addition to her parents, she has to explain this to Joseph. Is there anyone out there who – given that same set of facts – would be eager and anxious to explain to Joseph, “I’m pregnant, but I’m still a virgin.”

Put yourself in Mary’s shoes for a moment and contemplate her future. She was engaged. A pregnancy would automatically line her up for divorce and a life of shame.

Instead of lamenting her situation, Mary rejoiced. She was not delusional, though her family must have thought her so. She was not blind to her circumstances; it was just that her human circumstances did not blind her to God’s purposes. 

Remember Gabriel’s line. “Nothing will be impossible with God.” Mary trusted God.

The Song

Because of her trust, instead of lamenting the hard times and tough circumstances she faced, Mary rejoiced. There are two major sections of this song. Read this passage like you would read the lyrics on a compact disc. The first begins at verse 46 and concludes in verse 50. The second starts at verse 51 and concludes at verse 55. 

The first section talks about how God is dealing with her personally and how God’s dealings with her fit within God’s larger purpose. “He has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.” “For the Mighty One has done great things for me.” He has dealt kindly with me. “Holy is his name.” “His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.” What God has done here, with Mary, is consistent with his plan for all generations.

The second section talks about God’s actions in the big picture – all of history. “He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.” “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly.” Both of these are indirect references to the Exodus, how God dealt with the pride of Pharaoh. In the Exodus, God demonstrated his power over the most powerful king on earth, the Pharaoh; and lifted up the weakest of the weak, the Hebrew slaves. 

Mary’s song also makes reference to an event that would have been familiar in Jewish circles, but is not as obvious to us today. In 1 Samuel, Hannah was being ridiculed and persecuted by peers; she was distraught over her inability to conceive and prayed for God’s intervention. God had mercy on her affliction and she gave birth to Samuel, probably the greatest of the judges in Israel’s history. Mary picked up Hanna’s theme of affliction in her song: for Hannah the affliction was being childless; for Mary, she is speaking of the affliction experienced by all Israel in the long-awaited expectation of the messianic child. 

Praising God First

That first line, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my savior,” was always kind of confusing to me. What does “magnifies the Lord” mean? We need to see that phrase in context. Mary said it in response to Elizabeth praising her, Mary, for believing. Elizabeth had said, “Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment,” and Mary responded, “My soul magnifies the LORD.” In other words, praise God and not me. 

Praising God first and always is something with which we struggle. Think about it this way: often we see interviews after sporting events in which the winners of the contest thank God. How often do we hear those comments from those in the losing locker room? And it is not fair to pick on athletes only -- 

A conference at a Presbyterian church in Omaha. People were given helium filled balloons and told to release them at some point in the service when they felt like expressing the joy in their hearts. Since they were Presbyterians, they weren't free to say "Hallelujah, Praise the Lord." All through the service balloons ascended, but when it was over 1/3 of the balloons were unreleased. Let your balloon go. (Bruce Larson, Luke, p. 43.)

We praise God first and always because things are not always as they seem. Mary knew this. History has other examples. The citizens of Feldkirch, Austria, didn't know what to do. Napoleon's massive army was preparing to attack. Soldiers had been spotted on the heights above the little town, which was situated on the Austrian border. A council of citizens was hastily summoned to decide whether they should try to defend themselves or display the white flag of surrender. It happened to be Easter Sunday, and the people had gathered in the local church. 
The pastor rose and said, "Friends, we have been counting on our own strength, and apparently that has failed. As this is the day of our Lord's resurrection, let us just ring the bells, have our services as usual, and leave the matter in His hands. We know only our weakness, and not the power of God to defend us." 
The council accepted his plan and the church bells rang. The enemy, hearing the sudden peal, concluded that the Austrian army had arrived during the night to defend the town. Before the service ended, the enemy broke camp and left.

Please note that praising God was not a passive-aggressive way of manipulating God into doing what they wanted – if Napolean’s army had attacked, it was still appropriate for the people to be worshiping and praising God. But the point is this: if we set our eyes on God, there is no telling what miracles we might see. Mary set her eyes on God. 
When we are obedient, when we “love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself,” we might just find that we have eyes to see the miracles that are occurring all around us.

Having Confidence in God’s Future Now

We may not always appreciate God’s goodness in hard times, but we can have confidence that God is faithful to his promises. In fact, it is in the hard times that we are best able to appreciate and recognize God’s hand. When we are secure in our own situation, we tend to allow ourselves to be distracted from seeing what God is doing.

A line I find I am repeating these days is, “Eternity includes now.” Mary rejoiced now. Her immediate human circumstances were fairly bleak. She did not qualify her praise by, “I can’t wait until my child is born and saves us.” Her expectation was immediate, her praise was for what God was doing now. This is very different than, “I can’t wait until…” in which our praise is delayed. “I can’t wait…” says our happiness, fulfillment, and joy are contingent and pending some future event. 

I remember being very young and saying, “I can’t wait until I am old enough to play Little League baseball.” Then, “I can’t wait until I am old enough to drive.” Then, “I can’t wait until I am done with school.” Then, “I can’t wait until I get a good job.” Then, “I can’t wait until I am done with school (again).” Then, “I can’t wait until I have a call.” All of that wishing did nothing to speed the events for which I was waiting. I took today’s blessings for granted. Looking back, I wish I had spent more time appreciating the now. Eternity and God’s loving-kindness are present now.


In the middle part of her song, Mary says, “His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.” The translation here may do us a bit of a disservice, it is a little Shakespearean English. Another translation for “mercy” is “loving-kindness.” Another translation for “fear” is “awe.” God’s loving-kindness is for those who are in awe of him from generation to generation. 

Do you trust God today? Posed that way, of course we know the answer is supposed to be yes. But do we? Do we hold fast to the hope that God’s loving-kindness is for those who are in awe of him from generation to generation? Are you living eternally, today? 

Jesus lived eternally, each day. His life echoes and fulfills Mary’s song. Jesus expressed God’s loving-kindness so as to be a blessing to all who live in awe of God. It is why we gather around the table – it is why we obey his command to “do this in remembrance of me.” Christ the savior is born. The long-affliction and power of death came to an end in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, Emmanuel, God-with-us. 

We, too, can sing Mary’s Magnificat, “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.” Praise be to God.

8:45 Invitation/Communion

10:00 Special Music? Mary, Did You Know? Give thanks for Johanna’s baptism.
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