
Thought for the Day Luke 1:39-55 

 On the Fourth Sunday of Advent we light the candle of love.  It 

reminds us of the love our Lord has for us, and the that we should love 

one another, take care of each other and spread the love of God in all 

we do. 

 In the gospel reading according to St Luke, Mary sets off with 

haste to visit her cousin Elizabeth.  Mary is a young girl and Elizabeth a 

mature woman but they have something in common, they are both 

expecting babies.  In some ways their circumstances are very different 

and yet in others they are very similar.   

 Mary is young, unmarried and was probably not expecting to begin 

family for some years.  The custom of the day was an engagement that 

lasted at least a year, which gave the husband to be the time to build a 

house, or extension to the family home.  All the while his betrothed 

stayed in her family home keeping a light in the window to signify her 

promise to get married.  There was no real interaction between them, 

even on a social level. 

 Elizabeth is an older woman who has been married for several 

years and is not expecting to ever have a baby.  If it hasn’t happened by 

this time it never will.  

 But here they both are, pregnant at the same time.  As soon as 

Mary greets Elizabeth, the child in Elizabeth’s womb leaps, she is filled 

with the Holy Spirit and proclaims her joy for herself and for Mary.  A joy 

mixed with love for Mary and that great love of the Lord, demonstrated 

by absolute trust and faith. Elizabeth is moved to speak of blessing and 

obedience. She doesn’t condemn Mary for being an unmarried mother, 

she welcomes her and rejoices with her.  

 Mary responds with the words we all know so well as the 

Magnificat.  “My soul doth magnify the Lord...” So it begins as an 

outpouring of love and obedience. This fits very nicely with the traditional 

view of Mary being quiet, obedient, accepting.  This would reflect the 

position of women in society at that time.  We know from history and 

Scripture that women were not counted as part of the society in the 

same way men were.  In the recounting of the feeding of the five 

thousand, for example, it refers to five thousand men and boys.  The 

thousands of women and girls also likely to be present are not 

mentioned at all. 



 Why then, if the Magnificat is a song of obedience is it banned in 

many countries?  Why do so many Christians grow up not knowing it, 

maybe not ever hearing it? If we look closely at the Magnificat it’s much 

more than a song of obedience, it’s also revolutionary.  

 It’s the longest set of words spoken by a woman in the New 

Testament.  It sets out the way in which Jesus will spend his earthly life.  

It’s quite fierce in places, the Lord has shown his strength, he has 

scattered the proud, he has favoured the poor over the rich.  This would 

not go down well in Roman society, well at least not with the elite. At the 

time of Mary only about 2-3% of the population were rich, but they had 

control over everything and everyone.  They would want to supress this 

message of hope for the poor.  And of course in the life and ministry of 

Jesus he kept coming up against the rich and powerful who always 

wanted to dismiss, silence and even kill him and his followers.  

 In singing this song, Mary brings hope, love and joy to the 

oppressed but it’s not a wholly peaceful message.  We know that when 

systems need to be changed it takes courage, steadfastness and upset.  

We can’t right societal wrongs without shaking things up.  

 The Magnificat has inspired people though history to take action 

and to use it draw to wide attention the inequalities in our world. Oscar 

Romero, priest and martyr in El Salvador, drew a comparison between 

Mary and the poor and powerless people in his own community. Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and theologian who was executed by the 

Nazis, called the Magnificat “the most passionate, the wildest, one might 

even say the most revolutionary hymn ever sung.” In 2017 Thomas Irby 

an influential Methodist minister in the USA preached on the Magnificat 

as a response to the #MeToo movement. He spoke of Mary’s physical 

vulnerability and her courage to share her own story. 

 The Magnificat is not simply that song with many beautiful settings 

we enjoy at Choral Evensong; it’s a song that can be slightly 

uncomfortable for us who are not poor, not hungry, and do get our 

voices heard.  Mary and her song are good news for our neighbours, 

both here and across the globe, who continue to be neglected or 

oppressed in a world that thrives on exploitation and injustice.  It’s a 

reminder to us to love our neighbour and act to end inequality. Amen.  
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