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Proper: Micah 5:2-5a; Magnificat; Hebrews 10:5-10; Luke 1:39-45 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

Today’s gospel came in two parts, since we sang the second half of
it, the Magnificat, between the first two readings. It’s called
Magnificat because that’s the first word in the Latin version of it, as in
“My soul doth magnify the Lord,” or in the modern translation, “My
soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord.” Magnify means to make
bigger, greater. And that was the Blessed Virgin Mary’s feeling as she
visited her very old cousin Elizabeth, who was herself pregnant with
John the Baptist. As Mary approached, baby John leapt for joy inside his
mother’s womb, which was solid confirmation to Mary of what the
archangel Gabriel had told her about her own child being the Son of
God. So she burst out in song, as if she were on a Broadway stage, “My
soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my
Savior.” That’s why we also call that the Song of Mary.

Now here’s some liturgical trivia for you: Since the days of St Benedict
(early 6  century), the Church has been singing that song after the Bibleth

readings every day at Evening Prayer, and the Benedictus, the Song of
Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband, after the readings at Morning Prayer. He
who also burst into song after John was born, because the archangel had
also visited him, and told him that John would be the greatest prophet
ever, by virtue of the fact that he was the one God was sending to

prepare the way for Jesus (Lk 1:5-17). We sang Zechariah’s song a
couple of weeks ago in connection with the gospel about John the
Baptist: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he hath visited and
redeemed his people; and hath raised up a mighty salvation for us
in the house of his servant David.” The Church has been singing
both of those songs every day for 1,500 years in response to
hearing the gospel. I think that’s pretty amazing!

Now back to Mary and her song. Bp NT Wright says it’s “the

gospel before the gospel, a fierce bright shout of triumph thirty
weeks before Bethlehem, thirty years before Calvary and Easter.”
It’s all about God, he says, “and it’s all because of Jesus– Jesus
who’s only just been conceived, not yet born, but who has made
Elisabeth’s [sic] baby leap for joy in her womb and has made Mary
giddy with excitement and hope and triumph” (Wright, Luke for

Everyone, 14). It’s after Mary has heard Elizabeth’s thrilling greeting
that she sings her song, so it actually follows what we read as the
gospel today. But we sing it between the first two readings
because, first of all, it’s always better to sing it than to read it, and
also because it’s the appropriate canticle to sing right after that bit
of Micah’s prophecy that we read first. 

“You, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,” says Micah, “who are one of
the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who
is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”
Bethlehem was a tiny little town just south of Jerusalem whose
chief significance was that it was the hometown of David, Israel’s
greatest king. God had promised David that a descendant of his
would sit on his throne and rule over God’s people for ever. Then
along comes Micah, a few centuries later, with this prophecy of a
king whose origin is “from of old, from ancient days.” People most
likely took that to mean simply that he would be a direct
descendant of David according to God’s ancient promise (2Sam 7).
Little did they know that this coming king would actually be God
himself, reigning over his people in Person, in human flesh, which
is what Gabriel revealed to Mary some 700 years later. And how
could they be expected to come up with an idea like that? God
disguising himself as one of his creatures was one thing. He had
done that several times in the past– e.g. as Balaam’s donkey, as the
priest Melchizidek, and as the angel that wrestled with Jacob. But
for God to actually become fully human was unthinkable. Yet we
know now that that’s exactly what he did.

However, we humans, with our understanding darkened and our
faith constantly tested by doubt as a result of sin, still have a hard



time with the idea of God doing what he promised David and Mary
that he would do. There’s this tendency, especially strong among
us Protestants, to strictly separate the spiritual from the material,
the metaphysical from the physical, and to believe that those two
realms can’t have any direct interaction, that the spiritual realm
can’t break into the material world in any concrete way, or that the
material world won’t in the end be taken up into the spiritual.
That’s why the Puritans and some other early Protestant groups
insisted that churches should be absolutely plain on the inside, with
no kind of artwork,  stained glass or otherwise, and walls painted
white, so that the only thing to look at was the preacher, or else
close your eyes and bow your heads. God could enter your mind
and influence your actions, they believed, but he couldn’t
physically touch you in Holy Baptism, or feed you in the Holy
Eucharist. But that’s not the God who has revealed himself in
Scripture. The God who created everything out of nothing can
certainly recreate it any way he chooses, use any of it to draw his
people to himself (e.g. sacraments), and even step into it himself. 

And that’s what the letter to the Hebrews is all about, especially the
bit of it that we read today. In fact, all of today’s readings together
demonstrate clearly that the spiritual has become material, that God
who is pure spirit has become fully and perfectly human. And in
doing so, he has magnified his physical creation. In taking human
flesh from the Virgin Mary and being born as the man Jesus, the
eternal Son of God has opened the way for all of us to be lifted up
by being joined to him, buried and raised with him through the
sacrament of Baptism. Remember what C.S. Lewis, and before him
St Athanasius, said, “The Son of God became a man to enable men
to become sons of God” (Mere Christianity). 

The point that Hebrews is making is that God sent his Son into the
world to do what the law of Moses could not. And even though
God is the author of that law, he didn’t design it to do what Jesus
did. He put an expiration date on it. He gave his people the law in
order to prepare them for Jesus. The code of ethics, the rituals, and

particularly the sacrifices, all of it was given to train God’s people
in the way of righteousness so that, when the true Righteousness of
God appeared in the Person of his Son, they would be able to
recognize him, and be ready to graduate to that next level of life in
God. 

Before Jesus, Hebrews says, the rituals and sacrifices were
effective in physically purifying people who were physically
unclean, like touching a corpse or breaking one of the
commandments. But they could never remedy the deeper problem
of sin and guilt, which is the greatest problem of the human heart
and soul. That required a much greater kind of sacrifice, something
no sinful human was capable of doing. Only an unsinful, a
perfectly sinless, person could do the work of offering a perfectly
clean victim on God’s altar. And that one perfect sacrifice would
be enough to atone for the sins of all people for all time. 

Consequently, Hebrews, putting the words of Psalm 40 into the
mouth of Jesus, where they rightly belong, says, “Sacrifices and
offerings you have not desired, but a body you have prepared for
me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no
pleasure.” The material offerings of God’s Old Testament people
could never atone for spiritual offenses. But Jesus, who is both
fully God and fully human, sacrificed his own body, which is every
bit as material as the sacrifices of old, but also every bit as spiritual
as God in heaven. That’s the only sacrifice that can please God,
that can satisfy divine justice. 

This stuff may not sound all that ‘Adventy,’ but it really, really is.
For the reason the Son of God came into the world the way he did
is because he had a date with Pontius Pilate on a cross on a hill. If
he hadn’t come the way he did, taking flesh from a human mother,
and living a perfect human life, there would not have been a cross
and a resurrection. And the whole world would still be dead in sin.
So if we’re not celebrating Christmas in the shadow of the cross,
then we’re not properly celebrating Christmas. And that is the last
word of Advent.  In the Name of ... a.m.d.g.: Ian C. Wetmore+


