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    The down side of hearing the Christmas story over and over again is that we know how it is all 

going to come out.  It can be difficult to recapture the initial shock of the news: that God is 

coming in the flesh to show us what real life looks like. 

    For other weeks in Advent, John the Baptist has been the main player.  If you have been here, 

or have kept up with the lessons at home, then you know that the news has not been all that good.  

There has been a lot of talk about axes at the root of trees, sifting out the chaff, and fires that 

ravage on and on.  Depending on which gospel you listen to, there have been accusations; that 

we are like snakes in the grass-vipers-who only seek God when our own snake pits are on fire.  

So it may be with distinct relief that we hear from a different messenger-not outrageously 

dressed, John the Baptist but Mary the Prophet, who will turn out to be gentle, royal blue clad 

Mary the mother of Jesus, but that part is for next week.  For today she is still a maiden, visited 

by an angel, chosen by God to bear a message before she bears a child. 

    Her cousin Elizabeth is the first to hear or pay attention to the news.  She too is pregnant-about 

six months further along than Mary, and much, much older-so old that her pregnancy is as much 

a miracle as Mary’s.  So they talk of what this can all mean.  But there is a difference, for in 

Elizabeth’s case, there is a biological father hanging around---Zechariah, though these days he is 

saying nothing, absolutely nothing. 

    We don’t hear much about mute Zechariah in sermons, which is a shame because he and Mary 

have something big in common.  According to Luke, they have both been visited by the same 

angel, Gabriel, who went to tell Zechariah about his and Elizabeth’s pregnancy before he went to 

tell Mary about hers.  Unfortunately, Zechariah’s visitation by the angel had a strange outcome.  

When the angel announced this late in life pregnancy, Zechariah naturally questioned it.  For his 

lack of respect, the angel took Zech’s voice until the very day he heard his son John’s first cry. 

    Six months later, when Gabriel went to see Mary with the news that she was pregnant with a 

son too, she questioned it.  But the response from the angel was quite different this time.  He told 

her that the Holy Spirit would come upon her, that the power of the Most High would 

overshadow her, and instead of asking more questions, Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the 

Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  How likely is that?  Personally, I wonder if 

Zechariah’s story is more plausible.  After all, how would you explain to the boys down on the 

shop floor-my wife in her 60s is going to have a baby.  Maybe like me and Zech, you would just 

keep quiet about that. 

    So the two cousins are together after a long time with all those hormones doing strange things 

to those women and poor Zechariah, he can’t get any words in edgewise.  Elizabeth is excited 

and shouts out, “You’re so blessed among women and the babe in your womb, also blessed.”  

Elizabeth is so excited because her own baby jumps for joy inside of her.  Because there is new 

life popping out all over and she is so glad her young cousin has the good sense to believe that 

what is happening to her is not an accident, nor an illusion, nor a freak of nature, but a wedding 

gift from God. 

 Then it is Mary’s turn to speak.  We don’t know whether they compared notes on their 

appetites, their mood swings, their backaches and swelling feet.  Elizabeth might have told Mary 

a few things, shared her wisdom of years, but Mary, the younger delivers a prophecy that we 

repeat even in these days. This morning I’m using contemporary words. She says, 

 “I’m bursting with God-news; I’m dancing the song of my Saviour God.”  This 

announcement is for Elizabeth, for Zechariah, for Gabriel, for Mary, for God.  It is for all who 



will benefit from this good news.  For the proud and powerful will be relieved of their swelled 

heads, for the hungry who will be filled with good things, for the rich who will be sent away 

empty so that they have room in them for more than money can buy.  Her song is for Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob---for Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, and Rachael—for every son and daughter of Israel 

who thought God had forgotten the promise to be with them forever, to love them forever, to 

give them fresh and endless life. 

 This was all happening inside Mary, and she was so sure of it that she was singing about 

it ahead of time---not in the future tense (you note), but in the past, as if the promise had already 

come true.  Writer, Barbara brown Taylor notes, Prophets almost never get their verb tenses 

straight, because part of their gift is being able to see the world as God sees it---not divided into 

things that are already over and things that have not happened yet, but as an eternally unfolding 

mystery that surprises everyone---maybe even God. 

 In this divine dance we are all dancing, God may lead but it is entirely up to us whether 

we will follow.  Just because God sends an angel to invite one girl onto the dance floor is no 

guarantee she will say yes.  Just because God sends a prophet to tell us how life on earth can be 

more like life in heaven does not mean any of us will quit our day jobs to make it so.  God acts.  

Then it is our turn.  God responds to us-gives us the strength, the gifts, the ability.  Then it is our 

turn again. 

     There is an invitation out here at Caledon East United.  In fact there are many invitations.  

There are invitations to step forward to take on new tasks.  There are invitations to give of 

yourself and to give of your wealth.  There are invitations to encourage one another in the big 

and little tasks we do.  Funny thing is, when I do the math, I see just as many gifts as there are 

invitations.  But it depends on you, taking up the invitation.  If you do, God will provide you the 

ability, the resources, the helpers.  I’m convinced of it.  I know that we have the resources in this 

congregation.  But you need to respond to the invitation. 

     What can we learn from this bold tale of Mary the prophetess, descendant of Hannah?  We 

see in this ancient familiar story that we have a partner who is with us and for us and who wants 

us to have life.  Mary’s trust in that fact is all she has.  She does not have an ultrasound or a 

sonogram of the baby, or an affidavit from the Holy Spirit that says, “The child really is mine.  

Now leave the poor girl alone.”  All she has is her unreasonable willingness to believe that the 

God who has chosen her to be part of whatever happens next—and that, apparently, is enough to 

make her burst into song.  She does not wait to see how things will turn out first.  She sings 

ahead of time, and all the angels with her.  Is that so different for us as we launched in to 

parenthood, unaware of all that would be before us?  Is it so different from taking on a new job 

mid-career, with all of the unknowns and risks you could not have imagined? 

    About twelve years ago, I was giving my son, John a ride to a dance.  It was the first semi-

formal he had attended at high school.  He said, “you know I feel right now just like I feel when 

I’m getting ready to go into a football game, the same kind of nervous in my stomach.” Now he 

is on staff at that very same high school being a chaperone with his fiancé for those same dances. 

    If there are any big changes going on with you right now---if something is underway you 

cannot predict the end of, and your stomach is rolling with your own version of morning 

sickness, or you are speechless like Zech---then you might try following Mary’s lead.  Who 

knows?  Maybe the Holy Spirit has come upon you.  Maybe that shadow hanging over you is the 

power of the Most High.    

    While it would certainly be nice to have some details about how it will all turn out, that is not 

really necessary, is it?  You know how God has acted in the past, and you know what happens 



when people say, “Yes, thanks, I’d love to dance.”  Given all of that, I don’t know why you 

would wait to get excited until you knew for sure how it all turned out. 

    You seem to me like just the kind of people who would bump into each other getting out on 

the dance floor before the band leader ever showed up. You seem to me like just the kind of 

people who would start singing ahead of time. 

    Have you seen those cardboard tubes with the glass at the end, the ones that have colours and 

shapes bending the light as you rotate it (a kaleidoscope)---this is a different kind of lens, a lens 

of looking at the world through the Magnificat.   

    I read about just such a scene in the newspaper not so long ago.  The story is told by Michael 

Bach who is executive vice-president of the Canadian Association for Community Living. 

    About a decade ago in Brooklyn, a father and his learning-disabled son, Shaya, were walking 

past a park where some children were playing baseball.  Shaya said to his father:  “Do you think 

they will let me play?” 

    The father approached one of the boys and asked if his son could join the game.  The 

youngster looked at his teammates for guidance and, getting none, said he figured it would be all 

right since the team was trailing badly in the 8
th

 inning. 

    Shaya borrowed a glove and was sent to centre field.  He was told he could bat in the ninth 

inning. 

    Unexpectedly, his team scored a few runs.  By the time it was Shaya’s turn, the underdogs 

were just one run behind.  His father doubted they’d throw away their chance of winning, but to 

his surprise, they gave him the bat. 

    Shaya didn’t even know how to hold it, let alone swing it.  The pitcher lobbed the ball.  He 

flailed clumsily and missed. 

    One of his teamates came up and held the bat with him.  The pitcher moved closer and tossed 

the ball softly to Shaya.  With his teammate’s help, he hit a weak grounder to the pitcher, who 

scooped it up, thought for a moment, then hurled it as far as he could into right field.   

    The kids started yelling:  “Run, Shaya, run.” 

    Looking bewildered, he ran to first base.  By this time the right fielder had retrieved the ball.  

He could have tossed it to second base easily, but taking his cue from the pitcher, lobbed it over 

the third baseman’s head. 

    As these contrived fumbles continued, Shaya’s teammates ran around the bases with him, 

shouting encouragement.  As he reached home, all 18 players converged on him, telling him he’d 

won the game for his team. 

    Bach tells this tale to illustrate the kind of sophisticated debate he envisions political leaders 

risking when they speak of inclusive communities-he invites us to look through a different lens-

Mary offers us a new lens.  We too, like Mary are asked to risk so we can say, I too, took my role 

in the game. 

May your souls magnify the Lord, and your spirits rejoice in God your Saviour.  “For he 

has looked with favour on you, and all generations will call you blessed.  For the Mighty One has 

done great things for you, and holy is his name!” 

 

*with some help from “Singing Ahead of Time”, Home By Another Way, by Barbara Brown 

Taylor  


