
A Mother’s Song 
 

Very early in the Gospel of Luke, after Gabriel has announced the birth of Jesus to her, 

Mary breaks out into “My soul glorifies the Lord.” This section (1:46-55) is called a 

song, and the song is called the Magnificat from the opening word in the Latin Vulgate 

version for “glorifies.” In it, Mary draws from Scripture. It’s reminiscent, for instance, of 

Hannah’s song in 1 Samuel 2:1-10, but these are not direct quotes. Instead, it’s what 

comes out of a heart immersed in Scripture. Mary sees it all now. God has been mindful 

of the humble state of his servant. He has scattered those who are proud in their inmost 

thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He 

has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. It’s all making 

the point: Nothing is impossible with God.   

 

Of course it’s easy today to sentimentalize the birth of Jesus, and not notice that Mary is a 

woman in trouble with a lot to explain: a pledge to be married; a pregnancy she cannot 

explain; and then a sudden disappearance. Has she even told Joseph yet? My guess is:  

She hasn’t. She just gets out of town. And even as she composes this song, she still 

doesn’t know how to tell him. What will she say? How can she possibly reassure him? Is 

there any chance he will believe her? Or is it all off? Will she raise this child alone? Or 

worse, will she be stoned to death as an adulteress? To her credit, she somehow gets her 

mind off her predicament, off her own numbing anxieties, her fear, her embarrassment, 

the very real difficulties of her situation—and she glorifies the Lord. “He has done great 

things for me! From now on all generations will call me blessed.” Have you ever 

wondered what great things may be happening all around you, and in your fearfulness, 

your sense of crisis, maybe just the daily grind of worry, you missed them all? 

 

In any case, Mary’s song is a kind of heroism, a rising to the occasion against great odds, 

a rising up out of the trouble to seeing that God is doing great things. And now she is 

ready for the trouble, for the tough times, the uncertainty, and the danger of her life, 

because she understands God and what God is doing. She sees a coming great reversal. 

She sees that God is mindful of (he was paying attention to) the humble state of his 

servant, that he scatters the proud, brings down rulers, lifts up the humble, fills the 

hungry and sends the rich away empty. This, in fact, runs as a sub-theme all through the 

Gospel of Luke. “Blessed are you who are poor. … Woe to you who are rich” (6:20, 24). 

Jesus defines his own ministry as very specifically preaching good news to the poor 

(4:18). The person who devotes his life to building bigger barns so that he might take life 

easy and eat, drink and be merry is a fool (Luke 12:13-21). One day there will be a great 

reversal: The first will be last, and the last will be first, and the rich man who ignores the 

beggar at his door will in the life to come exchange places with him (16:19-31). 
 

But surely God doesn’t prefer poor people. Surely he’s simply saying that it’s the poor 

who feel their own neediness, grasp their own dependence on God, and find their way 

more quickly to God. Maybe. Maybe not, because Scripture does in fact say that God has 

a special concern for the poor, and the Hebrew prophets make very clear that God cares 

passionately about justice and cares passionately that we do justice (Hosea 12:6; Amos 

5:15; Micah 6:8; Isaiah over and over again). You see, Scripture has no notion (as we do 



in America) of justice as a blindfolded woman administering justice “impartially,” 

abstractly, in some disembodied way that takes no account of the person in front of her 

and that person’s unique circumstances. In fact, both Scripture and real life suggest that 

there is no place for neutrality or detachment on things like this, because neutrality gives 

tacit support to the already powerful. The prophets hear the groans of the suffering and 

proclaim a God who is biased toward the powerless, toward those whose voices are 

excluded. “The Lord watches over the alien and sustains the fatherless and the widow” 

(Psalm 146:7-9).  Justice demands that we see beyond the perspective of the powerful and 

“speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are 

destitute” (Proverbs 31:8). Moreover, the word on this must get out if we ever hope to 

have a future we can all trust. 

 

This is what Mary is saying: that God is paying attention to the humble state of his 

servants, that he scatters the proud, brings down rulers, lifts up the humble, fills the 

hungry and sends the rich away empty. A time is coming when Lazarus, the beggar 

outside the door, covered with sores, eating scraps from the rich man’s table, does better 

than the rich man, expensively dressed in the latest fashions, wasting his days in 

conspicuous consumption. It’s what Jesus says over and over again: that he is creating a 

new humanity where grace reigns, where trust operates, where things are worked out in 

love and trust, and not in fear and anger, where the one who would be great becomes the 

servant, and the first become last and the last first, a new humanity where people do not 

obsess over domination and subordination, over who is greatest and who has authority 

over whom. That’s what Mary realizes—even in the midst of her very difficult 

circumstances—that God brings down rulers and lifts up the humble. And for there to be 

a future we can trust, that is the Gospel—the great good news—the whole earth must 

hear.   

    

To children growing up poor in the richest country on earth, to those hundreds of millions 

of people on this planet who go to bed hungry every night, to those seething under 

despotic and corrupt governments everywhere, this is the Gospel: God brings down rulers 

and lifts up the humble.   

 

The truth is: A future we can trust can never happen where God is not trusted. There has 

to be a strong notion in the minds of men and women across the earth, but especially in 

the hearts of those who are weighed down by life, struck by the injustices they witness, 

feeling themselves part of a civilization in decline, envious of another class or culture, 

tempted to take matters into their own hands, attracted to the angry call of jihad, or 

vengeance in any form, that God—not them, not America and not them—is in control. 

Peace on earth absolutely depends on faith on earth.  A future we can trust depends on 

faith on earth. Paul was right: It really is a matter of faith from first to last. People have to 

become more trusting. The salvation of the world depends on this, people knowing when 

to act and when to wait, but never, never acting out of fear or hatred or a thirst for 

revenge, people skilled in the arts of forgiveness and grace and trust and, yes, love for the 

enemy. 

 



The way that Jesus teaches is the way. And this word must go out. Our momentary 

troubles in in these troubling times are in many ways the consequences of centuries of not 

getting the word out that God is trustworthy, that he cares, that he watches over our 

coming and going, that he is mindful of the humble state of his servants, that he hears 

those who cannot speak for themselves and responds to the groaning of the suffering, that 

he brings down rulers from their thrones and lifts up the humble. We have been too busy 

with our own work, with our own houses, with our own families, and with our own 

religious traditions to get this word out. Instead of insisting that the whole world must 

align itself with some particular doctrine we hold, it is this word—that God can be 

trusted—that must go out. What the world needs to know is this mother’s wisdom, this 

mother’s song. 

—Dale Pauls  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


