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MARY, MOTHER OF OUR LORD SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

I am so grateful to have Mary’s day, August 15, falling on a Sunday this year!  I’m grateful because, to my mind, we Lutherans don’t spend enough time with her.  I’m sure it’s in response to what we take to be an OVERemphasis on Mary in the Roman Catholic Church, but there are only two Lutheran churches in the country named for the Mother of our Lord.  (And one’s in St. Mary’s, Pennsylvania, so I’m not sure that counts!)  The only time when Mary’s front and center for us seems to be Christmas Eve.   And there she’s likely blurred in the fog of over-buying, over-eating, maybe over-drinking, with a hefty dash of nostalgia and ‘White Christmas’ thrown in.  So, I’m grateful that here in the heat of summer and the light of day (not a poinsettia in sight!), we can look at—be devoted to—the one whom God chose out of all the world to give flesh and blood to his Son.

When the angel of the Lord came to this unmarried, teen-aged peasant, presenting his astounding, world-changing news, Mary said simply, “I am a servant of the Lord.  Let it be to me according to his will.”  As Luke tells the story, he contrasts unassuming Mary with the great priest Zechariah, who refuses to believe that his wife Elizabeth will give birth.  What irony!   The backwater teenager believes God, while the temple priest doubts him.  So Zechariah is struck  speechless by the Lord, while Mary sings a song of joy and gratitude to him.

And what a song this “Magnificat” is!  After an opening of praise and wonder, Mary declares what sort of things this conception means to the world.  (One commentator suggests that the rest of Luke’s gospel is really an unpacking of Mary’s song.)  Still pregnant and expectant, Mary’s verbs are curiously in the past tense, as if to say that even at the start of his incarnation, God has already accomplished dazzling, world-changing things.  

“He has shown strength with this arm.  He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted the lowly.  He has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.”  She sings a revolutionary song, one that has actually been banned in some Latin American countries.  It’s much too threatening to the status quo, to those who are in power.  The mighty are undone!  The lowly are raised up!  The hungry ones feast!  And the rich are dismissed empty!  There’s a whole lot going on with this baby!!   
I can understand how this song would speak to ancient Palestinians, trampled by Rome, the many oppressed by the few.  I can imagine the hope that Mary brought to South African blacks under decades of apartheid rule, when 80% of the population was essentially imprisoned by the white minority.  “Sing it, Mary!  Belt out for us that freedom song!”  But I’ve got to admit a measure of disconnect—discomfort even—hearing these verses as one rich guy (by the world’s standards), well-dressed, housed and fed, living in one of the most powerful and privileged nations on earth.  

What does her declaration mean to us, I wonder?  As God has his way in the world, what difference does it/will it make?  As we debate the status of immigrants, belly ache about taxes, flex our military muscles, consider the health needs of our nation, deal with global warming, fight over the rights of gays, see the footage of 1/5 of Pakistan under water, what does Mary’s song have to say?  Does she sing it to us, or for us, or perhaps against us?  

We might rather wish she were boxed up with the crèche set this morning, out of sight mind, and silent.  Rather, Mary is nagging us with the promise of God’s will over against our own, opening our reluctant eyes to see what he, not we, intends for creation.  Mary’s revolutionary song declares a reversal of what is:  first last, and last first.  It is about justice and wealth being distributed among all whom God loves.    

There’s no way to get around it.  The Song of Mary is a political one.  I don’t mean ‘politics’, as in Republican versus Democrat.  But it is most certainly about the “polis”, about our life in community.  God’s decision to become flesh and blood through Mary means that faith connects God to the world for the sake of its people.  

When Mary responds “yes” to God, understand that it was not merely a religious exercise, not just a Sabbath day gesture.  Rather, Mary’s ‘yes’ was the giving over of her whole life—body, mind and spirit—to God’s purpose.  It was letting go of what is to hold fast to what would be in him.  Her ‘yes’ meant yielding to the promise of redemption:  yielding to God as potter’s hand, fuller’s soap, refiner’s fire.  And so the Eastern Orthodox Church honors her as Theotokis,  

God-bearer for the world.   

Our gathering and its proclamation—“being church”--is not just about what happens when we die.  The life and ministry of Jesus—“unpacking” his mother’s song—are very much about the here and now, the haves and have-nots, the use of wealth and power, the practice of justice and peace.  “Love came down at Christmas,” writes Christina Rosetti in her lovely carol.  “Love came down” indeed—to go to work, to shake things up, to bring heaven to earth—to the joy of some, sings Mary, and to the chagrin of others.  

The candlelight of Christmas Eve, with all the fancy decorations and elaborate music, may give the result of her decision an other-worldly character of bygone culture and customs.  But that absolutely misses the point!  Her ‘yes’ to God in Nazareth was to undo Eve’s ‘yes’ to the serpent in Eden.  Mary’s obedience was to bless what had been cursed by sin…to restore the relationship between Creator and creatures, to embody a love that would never die, to give birth to the love that continues for you and me 2,000 years later.  

It is, in fact, a love resolute and powerful enough to make each of us a “Theotokis.”  Think of it:  God-bearers all!  In the waters of baptism we are called and blessed by God to bring to earth—to our daily lives and decisions through our time, talents and treasures—gracious evidence of God’s favor.  If you’re thinking, “What difference can I make, really?  What can this little congregation mean in the face of such overwhelming issues?”  Think again, dear friends.  If God could enlist a teen-aged pregnancy in an oppressed tribe of Podunk Nazareth, don’t you think he might actually have something in mind for us as well?!  

United to the body of Christ in this holy meal, God’s agenda for the world becomes the agenda for our lives.  The incarnation of Jesus—the birth of God’s son—means that the Lord of all creation has decided to use mere mortals to accomplish great things.  Overtaken by the Holy Spirit, God provides all that we need to give life and love in his name.  

This ‘Christmas in August’ gives us the chance to sing carols, not to cool us down, but to warm us up!  You and I are invited not only to sing Mary’s song, but to pray it, then to live it.  We are welcomed to become flesh-and-blood participants in God’s redemption.  With the Blessed Virgin as our mentor, may we in humility and hope respond:  “I am a servant of the Lord.  Let it be to me/to us according to his will.” 

Amen.
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