
Let us begin with a word of prayer:  Gracious God, like your servant Mary, we anticipate 
your coming.  We feel within us something stirring, something yearning to be born, 
something waiting for life.  Make us attentive that we might not miss the new thing that you 
are doing in our midst.  We wait patiently, “Come Emmanuel, God-with-us.”  Amen. 

So, with Christmas morning one day away, I thought it might be good to begin with a public 
service announcement.  Some of us are not good gift givers.  We mean well, but you open the 
gift and wonder, “Where did he find this?”  We have all received a gift or two like that.  So, I 
found a list of things you can say when you receive one of those highly unique gifts that leaves 
you speechless.  Among the suggestions of things to say are: 

1. Wow, this will be perfect for wearing around the basement. 
2. If the dog buries this, I will be furious. 
3. I have never seen anything like this! 
4. I love this gift, but I am afraid of the jealousy it will inspire in others. 
5. It’s a shame to receive it this year when I made the promise to donate all this year’s gifts 

to charity. 

The truth is, when we are looking for a gift for someone, we really do want to find the right gift.  
We want it to be what they hope for, something they need, something they will enjoy.  We might 
spend time listening for hints or suggestions.  Our gifts are heart-felt expressions of our love for 
those we give them to and we want the gift to be something they will enjoy receiving as much as 
we enjoy giving it to them. 

Often people will drop hints about what they want.  Children will begin in October telling you all 
the things they just can’t live without.  The more subtle among us might say, “I have that 
beautiful sweater and nothing to go with it.”  We listen for those hints, whether subtle or not to 
find the right gift. 

I believe this is at the heart of the beautiful verses we read a few moments ago.  This is a song of 
Mary called “The Magnificat.”  The title comes from the opening words in which she says, “My 
soul magnifies the Lord.”  Before we dig in to the meaning of her song, let us look at the context 
for these words. 

Mary was a young woman living in Nazareth when an angel appeared to her.  After offering 
greetings the angel says to her, “Be not afraid.”  Several theologians have noted that when an 
angel begins by saying, “Be not afraid,” it is advisable to be a bit fearful.  Something big is sure 
to follow. 

In this case, the angel informs Mary that she is going to have a baby, but not just any baby.  The 
child will be blessed by God.  He will be great and lead God’s people.   



What is often lost in this encounter is Mary’s reply, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.”  It is possible that Mary could have said, “No thank you.”  But 
she didn’t.  She responded affirmatively and accepted the opportunity presented to her. 

With such wonderful news, Mary sets out to her cousin, Elizabeth’s home to share this news.  
This is the point at which Mary begins to sing that song of joy. 

“My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  This is news worth 
rejoicing about.  This is worthy of one’s delight.  At the heart of her rejoicing is the realization 
that God has heard the cries of the people. God is responding to the needs of the people.   

Mary’s prayer names some of those who have been crying out.  God has heard the voice of the 
lowly servant.  In our society where often those that are heard are the ones who shout the loudest, 
it is good to know that God hears the cry of the lowly servant.  God isn’t just listening to those in 
power, those with influence, those with status.  God is listening to the quiet tears that may be 
shed in the privacy of one’s own heart. 

Mary’s prayer notes that God has heard the cries of the hungry, the lowly, the suffering.  God is 
coming to offer help and hope to all who are hurting.  Mary is rejoicing because God has heard 
their cries.  And God comes offering the gifts that they, and we, long for in our lives. 

In the darkness of our lives, God offers us the gifts we long for and need.  In the darkness and 
despair, God offers us hope.   

There are too many people in our world who find hope distant.  They have no food to feed their 
families.  They are refugees who have left their homeland because of wars.  They are fleeing to 
find a safe place where children can play outside, where it is safe to walk to the market, where 
one can go to sleep without the sounds of bombs falling in their neighborhood.  All they want is a 
place to call home.  They want something more and risk their lives to try to find it, despite 
ongoing roadblocks.  In the midst of suffering, God comes to offer hope to those in need. 

One of my favorite movies of all time is “Life Is Beautiful, a poignant film about a father and 
son who are taken into a Nazi concentration camp.  The father does everything he can to keep his 
son alive in the worst of circumstances.  What he is doing is instilling hope in his son.  Do not 
allow the forces of despair to prevail.  You must believe that you will get through this.  If you 
give up hope, you will die.  In the end, the father makes the ultimate sacrifice to maintain his 
son’s hope.  And the movie ends with the son being reunited with his mother shouting, “Momma, 
we won, we won!”  What God offers to us in this season is hope. 

In the darkness and despair, God offers peace.  In another year, we have faced the escalation of 
violence in our streets.  Shootings at concerts, shootings in churches.  According to a New York 
Times story written in October, there had been 511 mass shootings in the U.S. in the past 555 



days.  A mass shooting is defined as a single incident in which four or more people are injured 
are killed.  That comes out to almost one per day.   

We read of groups whose identity is based solely on the hatred of other people.  We find it 
difficult to have civil conversations with so much disharmony among people.  What God offers 
to us in this season is peace. 

In the darkness and despair, God offers love.  Jesus invited us to love without boundaries.  Love 
your friends.  Love your family.  Love your neighbors.  Love yourself.  Love your enemies.  
Anyone you can imagine…love them too! 

Ours is a world where love is treated as a limited resource.  We love only those we choose and 
we withdraw love on a whim.  We love those who love us.  We love those who have something 
to offer us.  We love those who are like us in some way.   

In his book, “Not All of Us Are Saints”, Dr. David Hilfiker tells about working with the poor in 
Washington, D.C.  He notes that one of the things that amazed him most was that so many of the 
people he worked with had internalized their abandonment and poverty.  Children who had not 
experienced love grew to see themselves as unlovable.  What God offers to us in this season is 
love…love enough for ourselves and all those we meet. 

In the darkness and despair, God offers joy.  Often it seems that our joy is misplaced.  We 
presume that we would be happy if we won the lottery.  We would be happy if we had more 
things.  Our lives would be more joyful if we didn’t have to work.  Perhaps the problem is not 
the lack of joy, but the places we presume it must be found.  What if joy is found in the simple 
pleasures of life.  A walk in the park.  A sunrise on the horizon.  The touch of a friend.  The 
feeling of accomplishment at the end of the day.  The thought that right now, here in our 
community, there is a family that will be unwrapping one of the gifts we donated to Turning 
Point. What if our joy was found in the fact that we made a quiet, but positive, difference in 
someone’s life? 

I don’t know whose idea this was, but I think it was brilliant.  The children of the Preschool were 
taking turns baking gingerbread cookies in the kitchen.  After each class baked their cookies and 
set them out to cool, they went to the bathroom to wash their hands.  When they came back what 
they found was that one of the cookies had escaped.  There were crumbs indicating the direction 
of their escape.  With the help of a few clues, the kids went throughout the church in search of 
the escaped cookie.  There was a lot of energy and enthusiasm in this quest.  What fun, what 
playfulness, what joy.  What God offers to us in this season is the gift of joy. 

Mary sang of the delight that God understood the deep needs of the world.  God heard the cries 
and came to offer us the gifts we long for.  Every Sunday during Advent, we have lit a candle.  
The candles of hope, of peace, of love and of joy.  We have lit these candles because they 
represent the deeper longings of our lives and of the world. 



This evening we will light the final candle, signifying the one who is coming as the fulfillment of 
all these gifts.  He is the embodiment of all we long for.  And what we celebrate is that he offers 
these gifts and more so that our hope may be restored, peace may be renewed, love may be 
realized and joy may reside within all our hearts.   

As we receive these gifts, may we also respond with the enthusiasm of Mary to offer our lives in 
service to the ways God might share these gifts through each of us.   


