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 By all rights, Mary’s Magnificat should have been Zechariah’s speech. 

Zechariah, a priest in the temple and husband to Elizabeth. The angel Gabriel 

appeared to Zechariah first, before he had visited Mary. Elizabeth was pregnant 

before Mary too. See, Gabriel came to Zechariah while he was in the inner sanctuary 

of the temple. Gabriel told Zechariah the news: your elderly wife Elizabeth will have 

a son. And your son will be favored and point towards the Lord’s coming. And 

Zechariah does the natural thing: he asks how this will be because Elizabeth and I 

are, well, how to put this, old? This is probably the first question we would each ask 

if we were in his shoes too. And not, I might add, an unreasonable one. Gabriel’s 

response to this question: since you doubted, you will be mute for the next nine 

months until your son is born and named. Harsh, Gabriel, harsh.  

 Then Gabriel appears to Mary and let’s her know a similar bit of unlikely 

news. Just as it was hard for Zechariah to believe his aging wife Elizabeth could bear 

a child, so too was it unbelievable news for Mary, an unwed virgin, that she would 

become pregnant and give birth to the son of God. And Mary, like Zechariah, asks the 

almost identical question: “How can this be?” What happens to Mary? Does she get 

the same treatment as Zechariah: you doubt me? Well, no speaking for you! 

Nope…she gets an answer: this will happen by the Holy Spirit and your relative 

Elizabeth is also having a baby. So Mary says “I am your servant O God, let it be with 

me according to your will.” Now imagine how incredulous Zechariah would be if he 

were a fly on the wall for that exchange. I imagine him stammering but, but, 

but…And saying “I would have humbled myself as God’s servant too if I had gotten 

an answer and hadn’t been shut up. How is this in any way fair?” 

 As it is, after exchange between Mary and Gabriel, she travelled to visit her 

relative Elizabeth. What happens next is pretty remarkable. Mary enters the home, 

greets Elizabeth (six months pregnant at this point) and the child in her womb leaps 

for joy. Elizabeth felt the Holy Spirit with her and spoke a blessing to Mary. She tells 

Mary about her child leaping for joy. She wonders at why she was chosen for this 

amazing role and relationship. The first part of what Elizabeth says is part of the 

“Hail Mary” prayer. “Blessed are you and blessed is the fruit of your womb Jesus.” 

This phrase, particularly in the Catholic tradition, is among the most well known and 

recited among all of scripture. 

 Then what follows is Mary’s song. “My soul magnifies the Lord,” Mary begins. 

This song by Mary is often called the Magnificat, the Latin translation for that first 

phrase: “My soul MAGNIFIES…” This passage has been set to music a number of 

times, most famously by Bach. Not surprising really considering how beautiful and 

poetic this prayer of praise Mary offers is.  

 So here within a few verses we get two incredibly well-known bits of 

scripture that have been among some of the most formative passages for 

Christianity throughout the ages. What Elizabeth says of Mary and what Mary says 

of her relationship with God, these verses have been committed to memory, recited 

in prayer, set to music, analysed and emulated by so many people throughout the 

ages. Even though we aren’t Catholic, the reach of these famous verses are well-

known to most protestants too. If not for chapter and verse, or for their context, 

then at very least for the ways they have become prayers or songs.  



 But in disembodying these scriptures as isolated prayers or music we 

domesticate how radical and scandalous these verses are. We lose sight of the 

context and story in which they were spoken or exclaimed or sung.  

 Let’s contextualize this way. There is a modern day concept for assessing 

whether a film or book or TV show is woman friendly, that is to say, does it depict 

women as real people of depth and character in their own right. So this simple test 

was devised by a woman named Allison Bechdel, and these three criteria, called the 

Bechdel test, can be applied to a movie or TV show—or I suppose, a play, even. The 

three criteria are these. First, does the show, movie, novel, story have at least two 

women in it? So a lot of army movies featuring men exclusively…out. Second, do the 

two women talk to each other? And third, is their conversation about something 

other than a man? The idea here is that if women are only shown in relation to men 

or their characters are defined primarily by their relationship to men, they aren’t 

really being portrayed fully. Rather they are furthering male-centric stories without 

being developed as characters in their own right. Now there are critiques of the 

Bechdel Test, and one could argue some exceptions to this “rule.”  

 And still, even in today’s cinematic offerings, a shocking number of movies 

fail this seemingly simple test. Some estimates are that around only 55% of movies 

pass this test. Even as women appear more in film and television, there are still so 

many cases where these rules are not met. Counterintuitively, for example, many 

episodes of the show Sex in the City fail the test because despite being about four 

women who are all friends, their conversation often centers around the men in their 

lives.  

 And yet, here we have this scripture passage where Mary and Elizabeth 

speak to one another about spirituality and faith and bodies and blessings. They 

speak about children and promises and mercy and holy reversals. Meanwhile, 

Zechariah is unable to speak, and there is no one in sight but Mary and Elizabeth, 

sharing a holy conversation and prayer. This is scandalous on so many levels. Mary 

is an unwed mother-to-be and she is chosen by God to bear into our world Jesus the 

Christ. Elizabeth speaks about the sensation of the child inside her. Or, more 

accurately, Elizabeth exclaimed with a loud cry! This is not timid stuff, but honesty 

and emotion pouring out unfiltered. These are taboo subjects.  

 How often do you talk to your relatives around the holidays about your 

experiences of the Holy? It is certainly not a topic of conversation that comes up at 

my family gatherings. Or, how often do we talk with our relatives about the 

sensations we experiences in our bodies? We are embodied; we have bodies and are 

told we are created good. And yet, at least in my family we mostly talk about bodily 

maladies rather than the ways having an embodied existence is a blessing and 

brings us joy. We are safer talking about “Oh how’s your ankle doing? Have you been 

able to get back out on the basketball court yet? I hear doing the such-and-such 

stretch is really good for it.”  

 So then what truth can we take from this scandalous gospel today, spoken by 

Elizabeth and Mary? 

 First, off, from Elizabeth we get the good news that the body is holy. Our 

bodies can be the way God chooses to speak to us. Elizabeth, we are told, was filled 

with the Holy Spirit. In this case, it is not just a spiritual, disembodied feeling, but so 

real a feeling of the Holy Spirit that it infused her body. Whether through the leaping 



of a child in the womb, or hearing of joyous sounds and words, the sensation of 

being full or hungry, of feeling strong or weak, or tired or alert. These feelings can be 

ways that God speaks to us. Growing up, my parents used to always tell my brothers 

and I: “Listen to your body.” If we are listening to our bodies, sometimes we might 

hear God speaking to us through them too.  

 We also hear the truth in this gospel lesson that our lives are fed when we 

have holy conversations that touch the deepest concerns and experiences of our 

lives. Those close conversations where our minds are free to be uncensored. Here 

are Mary and Elizabeth talking about some of the deepest things in their lives and 

exchanging blessings. Think about the last deep conversation you had, the kind that 

helps you see yourself, helped you feel free and alive, like you had glimpsed some 

wisdom or shared closeness with another. One of my really best friends is a guy I 

have known since middle school and we have stayed close across many years and 

living in different states for much of that time. And we never keep in touch as 

frequently as we say we will. But when we do talk on the phone, we usually have 

multi-hour conversations that could go on longer. Those conversations which God 

makes holy and shows us ourselves through are the type which we see Elizabeth 

and Mary having here.  

 Beyond the holiness of our bodies and of our conversations, we also see here 

that Mary praises God in her own words. She is free to pray the words on her heart. 

“My soul magnifies the Lord,” she begins. Imagine our souls as microscopes or 

telescopes, making God even greater than God already is, closer than God already is. 

Mary gives thanks that God has lifted the lowly, has looked on her, a humble nobody 

in the eyes of society, God has scattered the proud and lifted those considered 

nothing special. God has filled the hungry and sent the rich away, showing mercy to 

those who revere God and follow in the tradition of the faithful, though with no 

fanfare or media attention. After the birth of John the Baptist, Zechariah’s mouth is 

opened and he offers his own prayers, many of which echo themes found in Mary’s 

magnificat: God’s mercy, God saving us, God’s remembrance of God’s pact with 

Abraham and the Israelite people. It is beautiful and rich in its own right, but Mary 

was able to speak her song of praise in the quiet of Zechariah’s home. God chooses 

to speak to us through the most unlikely of places and people. Mary, the younger 

relative, unmarried, pregnant, and yet profoundly touched by God’s actions in her 

life, and with the deep truth of that experience to express. To pour out her song of 

praise. 

 The miraculousness of the gospel is that God speaks to us in the most 

unexpected, unlikely, and sometimes mundane ways. In our bodies we can 

physically feel God’s word in us. In our deep conversations with friends or strangers, 

the ones that touch on the truths of our lives, God hallows them and uses them to 

nourish us. And in the unlikeliest of people, those pushed to the margins, those 

whom we seldom give more than a glance, those like Mary, whose lives have been 

lifted up despite all appearances to the contrary. So let us listen to our lives, to our 

bodies, and to the truth God speaks to us from all places. A savior, Immanuel, is born 

to us in this season. Amen.  

 


