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 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 A few decades ago a bar in a working class neighborhood decided to offer free beers to combat veterans. 

That evening a man dressed in greasy, dirty blue overalls with his first name stitched on the pocket came in 

and said, “I served in WWII, can I get a free beer?” The bartender looked him up and down and asked, “where 

did you serve?”  

 “I was in the Pacific theater,” the mechanic replied and he got his free beer. 

 A few minutes later a man came in wearing steel toed boots, jeans, and a flannel shirt. He said, “I served 

in WWII, can I get a free beer?” The bartender looked him up and down and asked, “where did you serve?’ 

 “I was in Europe,” the construction worker replied and he got his free beer. 

 A little later a Porsche roared up outside the bar and whipped into a handicapped space. A man in an Ar-

mani suit with a Rolex watch hopped out, strolled into the bar and said, “I served in WWII, can I get a free 

beer?” 

 The bartender looked him up and down and asked, “which side were you on?” 

 That can be a powerful question: “which side are you on?” It’s a question I’m mindful of this Fourth Sun-

day of Advent as we recite the words of Canticle 15, the Song of Mary. This is the song that Mary sings in the 

Gospel of Luke immediately after our gospel reading today – as soon as she meets Elizabeth and they connect 

as only two expectant mothers can, Mary bursts into a song of joy about the Savior whose life is growing 

within her. 
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 Traditionally this song has been called the “Magnificat” because in Latin the first word in the canticle is 

“magnificat” which means “proclaims the greatness.” The Magnificat has a rich and powerful history in theol-

ogy, art, and music. For centuries it has formed a key part of worship at Evening Prayer and as a result there 

are countless, beautiful musical compositions that have been written to accompany the words. It also has a 

strong connection to other canticles from the Hebrew scriptures, such as the Song of Miriam and the Song of 

Hannah. As you may recall, Hannah was a woman who was unable to have children. She asked God to give 

her a son and promised to dedicate him to the Lord. Her prayer was answered and the child she gave birth to 

grew up to be the prophet Samuel.  

 The song that Hannah sang has many similar lines and thoughts that compare with Mary’s song. For ex-

ample, Hannah begins with the words “My heart rejoices in the Lord . . .” and Mary begins with “My soul pro-

claims the greatness of the Lord . . .” Hannah goes on to say, “The bows of the mighty men are broken, and 

those who stumbled are girded with strength. Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, and 

the hungry have ceased to hunger.” Mary also sings about the reversal of wealth and power when she says “He 

has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and has lifted up the lowly. He has filled the hungry with good 

things, and the rich he has sent away empty.” 

 These words from Mary are quite striking if we pause to let them sink in and don’t merely read right over 

them. “He has cast down the mighty from their thrones . . . the rich he has sent away empty.” Mary sees the 

coming of Christ as a pivotal moment in the history of the world, a moment in which something very funda-

mental about God’s nature is going to be revealed – something that Hannah also knew all those centuries ago 

and something which we must also learn. In Christ we discover that if we force God to choose sides between 

the rich and the poor, between the powerful and the weak, God will always choose to be on the side of the 

poor and the weak.  

 Why would that be? I think it is because God can only help those who will admit they need help. Have 

you tried to help someone who was certain they knew exactly what they were doing and didn’t need any help? 

It’s not a pleasant or even productive experience. It’s only when we become aware of our own weakness, our 
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own helplessness, and our own sinfulness that we are ready to be open to God’s help, to God’s strength, and to 

God’s salvation in Christ. 

 The better off we are financially, the more power we wield in this world, the less likely we are to see how 

it is only by God’s grace that we even exist and it is only by God’s grace that we can be who we were created 

to be. Wealth and power can very easily create the delusion that we are independent and self-sufficient and that 

we don’t need anyone – even the Father who made us, the Son who embraces us, and the Holy Spirit who sus-

tains our very existence. 

 How we hear these words from God through the Blessed Virgin will depend a lot on where we are in our 

lives right now. If this has been a really good year for you, if you’re healthy, and have a good income, and 

have gotten to do pretty much what you wanted to do when you wanted to do it, then you probably need to take 

caution from Mary’s words. All those blessings mean that you are among the rich and the powerful in this 

world – whether you’ve realized it or not – and Christ calls you to remember whose you are and how you are 

called to use the blessings you’ve been given. 

 On the other hand, if this has been a really tough year for you, if you have struggled with health problems, 

if money has run short at the end of every month, and if you’ve found your hopes and dreams frustrated, they 

you should take comfort from Mary’s words. All those struggles mean that even though you are among the 

poor and the weak, they also mean that God is on your side. Christ has come especially to help you, to encour-

age you, and stand with you in the midst of your struggle and pain. None of us ever want to suffer, and we do 

not believe that God causes our suffering, but we do see through Christ that at times our suffering can be a 

means for us to grow deeper into our connection, dependence, and faith in God’s abiding love for us. 

 Christmas begins tomorrow evening for all of us – the rich and the poor, the strong and the weak, the 

healthy and the sick. We all bring into the coming season of celebration our triumphs and our failures, and we 

lay it all at the feet of Jesus, knowing that the ultimate good news of this holy season is the news that brought 

such joy to Mary’s heart: God is with us, God is on our side, and God is inviting us to lay aside all the cares of 

this world that would blind us to that truth and trust completely in unending love of Christ. 

 Amen. 


