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Introduction to Scripture
	Today we pick up in mid-stream Luke’s nativity account. Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin, has miraculously conceived a child with her husband Zachariah – the child to be born will grow up to be John the Baptizer. When told this amazing news by an angel, Zachariah voices his doubts, and is struck dumb, told that he will not be able to speak until the day of his son’s birth. Meanwhile, Mary has her own visit with an angel, who tells her that she will bear a child by the power of the Holy Spirit, a child she will name Jesus, one who will be great, called ‘Son of the Highest’, whose kingdom will have no end….
--------------
	It was a song long overdue. The recording industry really hadn’t changed all that much since way back in 1971 when Helen Reddy released her hit, “I Am Woman”, a song celebrating female empowerment. Reddy’s long years on stage had fueled her contempt for men who belittled women, she said. "Women have always been objectified in showbiz. I'd be the opening act for a comic and as I was leaving the stage he'd say, 'Yeah, take your clothes off and wait for me in the dressing room, I'll be right there'. It was demeaning and humiliating for any woman to have that happen publicly." 

Reddy credited the song as having supernatural inspiration. She said: "I remember lying in bed one night and the words, 'I am strong, I am invincible, I am woman', kept going over and over in my head. That part I consider to be divinely inspired. I had been chosen to get a message across." Pressed on who had chosen her, she replied: "The universe." The next day she wrote the lyric and handed it to Australian guitarist Ray Burton to put it to music.

	But the recording industry hadn’t not really changed all that much over the ensuing 40 years, with industry executives pushing male artists who routinely denigrate women, referring to them in slang with words that mean prostitute, with lyrics that are no longer about romance but instead about using women for sex. Women in pop music were, and still are, routinely pressured to wear skimpier and skimpier outfits, are hyper-sexualized, reduced to objects to be won. 

	And so it has been nice to see the resurgence of female artists who, at least in song, are not going to take it anymore. Like phenom Taylor Swift, whose songs often celebrate being a strong woman unwilling to stay with men who don’t respect her. Like Katy Perry, who a way back had a number one hit, “Roar”.
	It starts off like this:

“I used to bite my tongue and hold my breath
Scared to rock the boat and make a mess
So I sat quietly, agreed politely
I guess that I forgot I had a choice
I let you push me past the breaking point
I stood for nothing, so I fell for everything

You held me down, but I got up
Already brushing off the dust
You hear my voice, you hear that sound
Like thunder going to shake the ground
You held me down, but I got up
Get ready ‘cause I’ve had enough…
You’re gonna hear me roar!”

	Helen Reddy and Katy Perry’s songs were, in their own time, long overdue. In Mary’s own time her anthem was also a song long overdue. Perhaps it was because Mary, without Joseph around to defer to, suddenly had room to speak up. Perhaps it was because Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband and the man of the house, had his lips zippered by that angel. But when Mary is greeted so warmly by her cousin Elizabeth, when she gets confirmation through Elizabeth that what the angel had told Mary would come true, that she was to bear into the world one who would save it, Mary just bursts into song -- singing, in effect, “I am woman”, and “You’re gonna hear me roar!”

	Mary sings out in joy, but she sings not because all is right in her world or in the world at large. A young teenager, pregnant, unwed, until a few moments earlier uncertain of the welcome she would receive at the home of her cousin Elizabeth and her priest husband Zachariah. Living in a country ruled by oppressive occupiers, taxed at punitive levels to fund the building of Herod’s enormous temple and to fill Rome’s coffers, a country where the gap between the wealthy and everyone else was simply enormous, a time when Herod ruled with a brutality that was legendary. An era when what we would call women’s liberation is still 2000 years away – for some in this world, but not for many women. No, all is not right in Mary’s world, or in the world she lives in.

	And yet Mary lets it roar! She bursts into song, handing down to us one of our first hymns, one given the name the Magnificat. She sings a song of joy, of thanksgiving, that God has turned the world upside down, looked upon her, this nobody from nowhere, with favor, has brought down the rich and lifted up the poor, brought down the powerful and lifted up the lowly. 

If Katy Perry and Mary got together for a duet, it might go something like this: You – you the world, the powers that be, the forces of oppression and a status quo that deprives so many of so much – you held me down, but I got up – we got up – and thanks to the power of God Almighty, change is on the way. So you’re gonna hear us roar!

And it is so real to Mary, she can not only envision it, she can see it, for her it is already in the process of happening. In Eugene Peterson’s translation, “He knocked tyrants off their high horses, pulled victims out of the mud. The starving poor sat down to a banquet; the callous rich were left out in the cold.” She is so excited about what God is doing in the world, and what God has promised to do in the world, she gets her tenses all mixed up. Barbara Brown Taylor reminds us that “prophets almost never get their verb tenses straight, because part of their gift is being able to see the world as God sees it – not divided into things that are already over and things that have not yet happened, but as an eternally unfolding mystery that surprises everyone.”

This is no Mary “meek and mild” as one hymn puts it, and Mary’s message is no “all is calm, all is bright” carol, in the same way as her son’s message, properly heard, calls into question the way the world uses power to divide God’s one people into haves and have-nots. So radical is her song of reversals that as recently as the 1980s the government of Guatemala forbade public reading of it, as did the government of Argentina in 1970s. 
Mary is often depicted in church iconography – in statutes, in stained glass, in paintings – as the Mary of the Annunciation, Mary the obedient, Mary the meek and mild, Mary as the one who says to the angel telling her that she will conceive a child by the Holy Spirit, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” I cannot recall seeing a painting, a statue, a stained glass window depicting the other side of Mary, the one reflected in the Magnificat, the Mary who roars. And yet I suspect that says far more about a persistent culture of distrust of female agency and empowerment through the ages than in does about God’s hopes for Mary and indeed for all women.

	The world was not right when Mary sang her hymn long ago, and it is not right today. People are still suffering; the gap between rich and poor in this country has only grown wider over the past decades, and the middle-class and those at the bottom of the spectrum continue to lose ground as politicians continue to debate whether we can afford to feed the hungry and provide medical care for all. The military/industrial complex that Eisenhower warned us of over 60 years ago is stronger than ever, government surveillance of the citizenry has reached levels that George Orwell never dreamed of in his Big Brother fantasies, environmental destruction continues apace even as the harmful effects of global warming are increasingly apparent. 

	Despite everything, Mary found the courage to look beyond what must have been the reasonable expectations of the day. She made that dramatic leap of imagination to see what God intends for her world. And singing a song of joy and hope and trust that God’s will shall be done on this earth, as it is in heaven, she let it roar.
	Can we, in our own bleak midwinter, in our own time when it seems that the power of the darkness is so great, can we have the courage to look beyond what everyone tells us can reasonably be accomplished? Can we make that dramatic leap of imagination to see what God intends for this, our world? And can we, in our own time, move from our “all is calm, all is bright” Christmas comfort and, inspired by the one who lived out that message of God’s intention for a new creation marked by justice and peace, boldly stand up and proclaim, “You’re gonna hear me roar?”
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