NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

“What a song Mary sings! It speaks of deliverance,
of God’s intervention to craft salvation”

“... And Mary said: ‘My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, for he
has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. ...”
Luke 1:39-56

T

hink of what it feels like to be told
really big news. There can be a
blizzard of emotions: Shock and
bewilderment, delight and wonder,
uncertainty and confusion. Often, our
response is all about trying to find out more
– we want to know what this means now
and what this might mean for the future.
We hear of a family bereavement. We
are told about a pregnancy. A friend’s job
is at risk. Our health is under threat. War
breaks out. For many of us, the computer
and mobile phone offer a perpetual parade
of news. Within seconds we are able to
cling to stories surfing the world. Big news
breaks upon us and things change for us.
Luke has announced in the very first lines
of the Gospel that we’re in for big news. He
reassures “most honourable Theophilus”
that what follows is “a careful summary
for you, to reassure you of the truth of all
you were taught.” (1:1,3). Big news can be
manipulated. Truth and lies can coexist.
Whom do we trust? How do we know
what’s really real and what really matters if
we’re deluged in stories? Luke’s reasons for
writing a gospel seem very 21st-Century.
Our passage follows two of the key
players in the opening phases of the worldchanging story Luke tells: Elizabeth, the
mother of John the Baptist, and Mary, the
mother of Jesus. It seems that Mary is one
who needs to know more about big news.
The angel Gabriel tells her of an outbreak
of mysterious and miraculous pregnancies
across her family: The Holy Spirit will give
her a baby she must name Jesus, and her
elderly relative Elizabeth is pregnant too.
Within days, Mary’s off to see for herself
(1:36-40).
Luke gives us much in the story that

‘Maybe Mary’s song is a
bit of a biblical catalogue’
then unfolds. We’re introduced to the
incredible significance that Mary and
Elizabeth have, and to the ways in which
the lives of their sons will be intertwined.
John and Jesus will be at the heart of God’s
salvation story. John’s response to Mary’s
voice, and Elizabeth’s greeting of Mary,
point to the respective parts John and Jesus
will play: John as the forerunner who opens
hearts and minds to welcome Jesus, Jesus
as the one the world has long awaited.
Something of that difference cascades into
the story we’re reading; while Zechariah
doubts that his wife, Elizabeth, can have
a child and is seemingly punished by
losing the power of speech (1:20), Mary’s

own doubts bring reassurance (1:34-35)
and her voice rises in the song we call
the Magnificat (1:46-55 – named after the
opening word in the Latin text).
Mary’s song is interpreted in many
ways. Some suggest it is an early Christian
hymn that Luke places upon Mary’s lips
to underscore the cosmic scale of God’s
salvation. Others notice a host of echoes
to passages in the Hebrew scriptures,
especially the Psalms but also to extracts
from Isaiah, Job, Genesis and elsewhere.
So, maybe Mary’s song is a bit of a biblical
catalogue that Luke grabs. Some stress
the parallels with another mother’s song
of praise for a God-given child – Hannah’s
thanksgiving for Samuel’s birth (1 Samuel
2:1-10). As for me, I believe that here, at least
in part, Luke is offering us quite genuinely
Mary’s voice of praise – remembered,
cherished and passed along.
What a song Mary sings! It speaks
of deliverance, of God’s intervention in
history to craft salvation from the lives and
responses of ordinary people. It speaks of
reversals, of those normally sidelined and
ignored becoming the focus of the action
and attention. Mary sings as a young
woman in a culture of male domination.
She sings of God’s abiding promises, of
mercy for Israel, in a nation under Roman
occupation. And Mary’s eyes are lifted
beyond her own nation and loyalties. The
Magnificat ends with the whole world,
for God’s promises to Abraham ripple
outwards as all nations become blessed
through Abraham and his descendants.
This is how, on Mary’s lips, Luke sets the
context for the birth of a baby. Welcome,
blessed child!
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Small group discussion questions to accompany
this article are available from
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Small group discussion questions
December 2015/January 2016
Chapter & verse – Neil Thorogood (p18)
Read Luke 1:39-56, followed by Neil Thorogood’s article.
1. What memories come to mind when you think of being told “really big news”? How did you
respond to that news?
2. In paragraph three, Neil says: “Luke’s reasons for writing a gospel seem very 21st-Century.”
What do you think Luke’s reasons were? Is he telling big news, and if so what is that news?
3. Neil talks in paragraph five of “the incredible significance that Mary and Elizabeth have”.
What does Neil find in their stories? Are there also other ways in which they are significant?
4. In the same paragraph, Neil compares Zechariah’s doubts with Mary’s. Why do you think
there were such different results in each case? Are there different ways of doubting? If so, are
some better than others?
5. In paragraph six, Neil surveys some different ways of interpreting Mary’s song. Which do
you find most convincing?
6. What kind of feelings and attitudes do we see in Mary’s song (1:46-55)? What picture of
Mary does it give us?
7. At the end of “Chapter & verse”, Neil says: “This is how, on Mary’s lips, Luke sets the context
for the birth of a baby.” What does the song tell us about Mary’s expectations of Jesus? How
accurate a picture of Jesus does it give us?
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For further reflection: “The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the
promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. In those days and at that
time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and
righteousness in the land.”. ( Jeremiah 33:14-15)
Prayer: Lord Jesus, as Mary’s spirit rejoiced that the promised one had finally come, we rejoice
that you have come to us. And as she looked forward to your coming, so do we. Grow in us,
we pray, and let us know you more. Amen.
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