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Isaiah 35:1-10, The Canticle of Mary, James 5:7-10, Matthew 11:2-11

Mary speaks today for the first and only time in these weeks of Advent. Actually, she doesn’t 
speak at all in the gospels of Matthew, Mark and only steps in briefly, in John, to let Jesus know 
that the wine has run out at a wedding.. Today’s song does not appear as a must-read part of any 
of the Advent readings in the 3-year lectionary cycle, so, if we want to hear her sing this song, 
we always have to opt in to include her canticle from Luke. I am so glad we’ve opted in [adding 
our voices as harmony, just now]!

Even in Luke, Mary is not loquacious. She speaks only four times. Her first two lines happen a 
few days, or a few weeks, before she sings. When the Angel Gabriel appears to her, saying, 
“Greetings, favored one!...You will bear a son and name him Jesus,” her first words are not a 
song, but a question: “How can this be, since I am a virgin.” On the surface, a valid question. But 
at second glance, I wonder if what she is asking goes much deeper. She knows where she stands 
in society and culture: she’s young, she’s poor, she is a woman, she has no privilege or power, no 
leverage to make a difference. So when she asks, “How can this be?” I wonder if she is asking 
one of the most profoundly spiritual questions that any of us can ever ask: “Given who I am, how 
can it be that I am even remembered, much less known and favored, by God?” Why me?

In the Episcopal tradition, inquiry is a highly valued part of our identity, but even for those of us 
who know that all questions are welcomed, might struggle to give voice to this profound spiritual 
question: Even I am I favored? Even if I do not have what it takes—experience or health or 
wisdom or energy or courage or you-name-it? At this time, in this place, in my life, am I 
favored? How can this be? It’s an acknowledgement of deep not-yet knowing how all of who she 
is embraced. Gabriel’s response to Mary’s deep question is not an explanation, but an affirmation 
to not be afraid and to let her know that she has a companion for her journey into this unknown 
territory. Elizabeth, who is also poor, old, not privileged or powerful in any way, also without 
leverage or cache, and now, also pregnant. What a pair!

Gabriel’s words were not necessarily comforting, but they must have been enough because Mary 
responds with her second sentence, a statement: “Here am I.” Something must have cracked open 
for Mary between her question, “How can it be?” to that statement, “Here am I.” A full offering 
of all of who she is. There is an earthquake shift in her perspective that we don’t get to witness—
that is often how it is with those transformative moments): somehow she takes in all of this news 
and believes, maybe even for the first time, that she is fully loved. That God is fully with her. 
That something new is happening. Something must have broken open in her for her to say, “Here 
I am.”

After Gabriel leaves, Mary hurries to the hill country to see Elizabeth, they hug—or bounce, as 
several children once described to me what that encounter between the two pregnant women 
might have looked like, and Elizabeth blesses her. It is only then that Mary begins to sing. And 
then that is it. Other than a little outburst of exasperation later in Luke (when Jesus goes missing 
when he’s twelve), this basically the last spoken word we hear from her as she becomes the 
theotokos, the Godbearer, the one who gave birth to God the Word.

What a penultimate word! In this song, Mary breaks through all of the two-dimensional pictures 
that conspire keep her meek and mild and dressed in blue with her downward gaze. She breaks 



through all structures that strive to limit her and others. Mary’s story, which has the potential 
always to turn into an 8-episode Netflix series, quickly becomes a prophetic expression of what 
the world looks like according to God. Her fierce song and God’s dream are one. St. A.’s is filled 
with poets and musicians and I think I am speaking to the so-called choir when I say that the 
clearest articulations of what we believe and hope for are often expressed through poetry, song, 
art. The very act of creative expression is an act of breaking forth from limits and confines. 
Mary’s song, full of prophetic vision, breaks through the limiting structures of her time in a 
sparse and focused way. That is part of the power of poetry and song: when you only have a few 
words to say what you want or need to say, every word counts.

The Anunciation to Mary that she is favored and is to bear this child very quickly becomes the 
Enunciation—a clear articulation of what God desires for all, a complete disruption to our human 
hierarchical thinking that tends to always puts power, privilege and prestige at the top. Right 
from the start, there is a de-centering of the dominant worldview, a toppling of empire thinking 
and institutional ways. Mary’s song leaves no doubt about what Love in this world looks like. 
Her song joins back with Isaiah’s and forward to Jesus’s in the wilderness. There is no shortage 
in our lessons today that when God’s vision for this world is most clearly enunciated it is an 
abundant song of creation, filled with joy and gladness, a place where all of are fully included, all 
fully belong, where all are fully healed, where wild and unending hospitality for all is extended. 
There’s no question or interest in trying to figure out who’s in or who’s out. The table is long and 
wide and whenever we start running out of room for others to join in, we do whatever it takes to 
make it longer and wider. That’s what God’s creative, life-giving power looks like.

As I think about Mary’s three moments where she speaks, before she became known as the 
Godbearer, the mother of Jesus, I wonder - and pose these wonderings to you: If I / if you could 
only ask one question of God that would be captured and live on through the ages, what would it 
be? We know what Mary’s question was. What would mine be? What would yours be? And if I
—if you—were to say to God, “Here I am. Here we are. Our souls, our selves, and our bodies, as 
we say at the 8:00?” What would that look like? What would that lead us to next? And if I could 
only write one poem or sing one song or offer one prayer, what would it be?

In some sense, that is what all of the readings ask of us this morning. The annunciation has 
happened. You are favored. (Not the favorite, as we often like to think we are hearing!) But 
favored. Fully loved. Fully embraced. And because of that annunciation, how do we enunciate in 
word and action, in song and dance and every movement of our lives, those priorities and 
commitments. For we, too, are the theotokis of God. The God-bearers. That is both daunting and 
focusing. Even if, like Mary, you are asking that question, “How can this be?” Hear the voice of 
the angel Gabriel saying, “Fear not. God is indeed dwelling within, speaking through you and 
with you and in spite of you.” It’s that truth that takes us on the unknown journey into the 
wilderness and to the heart of the song of creation. Again and again.


