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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
There a popular Christmas song that I’m sure you’ve heard, called “Mary did you know?” It’s not 
only the title, but also the refrain. It asks, rhetorically, whether Mary knew the significance of the 
child she gave birth to. Did she know that he would one day walk on water? Did she know that he 
would one day rule the nations. Did she know that when she kissed him, she kissed the face of God? 
It’s a sentimental song that lots of people like. Maybe you are one of them. But I have a lot of 
sarcastic friends on Facebook, and more than one of them recently posted a meme featuring this 
song. It had two different pictures. The top was a singer with a microphone, singing “Mary did you 
know…” The bottom was an icon of Mary and the baby Jesus with the caption, “Yes, Gabriel told 
me.” I got a laugh out of that. I showed it to Helen and she laughed too. If you Google this song, 
you’ll soon discover that there are people out there who consider this to be more than just a 
humorous retort to a popular song. They’re quite serious in their dislike for the song because, don’t 
you know, the Bible says that the angel told Mary, so she knew the plan and that should be the end 
of the story. The song should never have been written.  

The angel telling Mary is our Gospel reading today, but a careful look at this reading and 
what follows shows that it is not quite as clear-cut as those detractors seem to believe. What did 
Mary know, and when did she know it? That’s what I want to explore for the next few minutes, both 
to get this important story straight, and because, as Martin Luther rightly pointed out, Mary is a 
model of faith for us. She was a nobody whom God made a somebody by shear grace, which is 
what God does for each of us too, though of course not precisely in the same way. 

This story of the annunciation is part of a bigger story, and it is the broader context that 
makes sense of it. It can also serve as an analogy for the life of faith, I think. Let’s see if that works 
for you. 

This is a story in four parts that includes two of our readings this morning. The first part is 
the reading I had us read this past Wednesday at Evening Prayer, the story of how Mary’s elderly 
relative, Elizabeth, became pregnant in her old age with John the Baptist after a lifetime of not 
being able to have children. In our modern context, that probably sounds more like a nightmare than 
good news, but in this ancient culture Elizabeth interpreted it as a blessing, a long hoped-for honor 
after many years of shame, and that’s how everybody else would have understood it as well. That 
part of the story ends with Elizabeth going into seclusion for the first five months of her pregnancy. 

And that’s what the beginning of our reading today refers to. The angel Gabriel comes to 
Mary in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy with more baby news. This time it’s Mary who 
will conceive a child. But Mary’s situation is quite different from Elizabeth’s. She’s not even 
married yet. She’s engaged, yes, but not married, and so hasn’t yet had marital relations with 
Joseph. She mentions this to the angel, wondering how she could become pregnant. The Holy Spirit 
will do it, he tells her. And then he tells her something about the child she will bear. He will be 
called great. Pretty general. Son of the Most High, or “Son of God.” Okay, that’s more information. 
But almost certainly not for Mary what it is for us. “Son of God” was a title given to the kings of 
Israel, and the next thing she learns backs this up: He’ll be given the throne of David. So, he’s the 
Messiah! God’s promised king, who will finally restore God’s disgraced and conquered people. 
That’s pretty much all the information she gets, though. Nothing about walking on water, nothing 
about curing a blind man, nothing about being the Lord of all creation. One more piece of 
information she did get was news about Elizabeth’s pregnancy, but more about that in a minute. 



Much has been made of Mary’s reaction to this strange news. After her initial terror and 
confusion, she gives her explicit consent. “Let it be.” This is seen as a model of the faithful response 
to God’s call. Mary said yes and never looked back. We should all be so faithful. But I have to say 
that I’m not quite as confident of that reading as I once was. I find myself wondering now how 
much a young teenager like Mary, confronted by an angel like this, would have thought that she had 
a real choice in the matter. Was her consent freely given, or was it, as once scholar suggests, better 
conveyed by something like, “as you wish,” or “if that’s what you want.” I’m not suggesting that 
Mary was forced into this against her will, only that her part in all of this was probably a work in 
progress.  

The fourth part of our story shows how much Mary did progress in embracing her calling. 
That fourth part is today’s psalmody, also known as the Magnificat from its first word in Latin. It’s 
a canticle that we sing every time we pray Evening Prayer. Now that she’s had time to reflect, to 
live with this new reality, Mary sees things in a new light. She sees herself as truly blessed, an 
integral part of God’s work of salvation, of lifting up the lowly and curbing the power of the 
mighty, of making good on God’s promise to come to the help of God’s people. 

How did she get here? What helped her finally to embrace her calling so enthusiastically? 
That’s in the third part of the story, which we haven’t read yet. You thought I’d forgotten about the 
third part, didn’t you? We’ll read it at our last Advent Evening Prayer on Wednesday, but I want to 
talk about it now. This third part of the story is about Mary’s visit to Elizabeth in the hill country of 
Judah. As soon as they meet, the unborn John the Baptist kicks in Elizabeth’s womb, as if in 
recognition, and Elizabeth cries out “blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb!” Then she calls Mary the “mother of my Lord” and tells her about the child leaping inside 
her. And that’s when Mary breaks out into song. 

I want to suggest that Mary’s encounter with Elizabeth is crucial in her development as 
God’s agent in this story. And at the same time, it seems clear to me that even then Mary did not 
fully understand what was going on. In the next chapter she is still taking things in, pondering in her 
heart everything that has happened, and amazed by still more prophecy about her and her child. 

I think that all of this is good news for us and for our life of faith. If even Mary, who was as 
close to Jesus as anyone could possibly be—if even she did not fully grasp the significance of what 
God was doing through her and her child, and if even she needed the help and encouragement of 
others around her to fully embrace her calling, then how much more must that true for the rest of us 
and our baptismal calling? We have a tendency to think of faithful and devout people as heroic 
individualists whose faith is a product of their own hard work and determination. But as Martin 
Luther points out in his sermon on Mary’s song, it is not what Mary did for God that matters most, 
but what God did for Mary: pure grace. That’s what makes saints saints. Not their initiative or 
heroic works, not their purity and sinlessness, but God’s work on their behalf in Jesus Christ, and 
God’s forgiveness for Jesus’ sake in spite of their sin. And an important component of God’s grace 
for each of us is the people God gives us to accompany us in our lives of faith. We are not meant to 
be alone in our life of faith. God gives us one another. That is what a community of faith, like Grace 
Lutheran Church, is meant for. It’s why we gather for worship on a regular basis, and why we share 
our lives with one another, to be Elizabeths for each other, to remind each other that we too are 
blessed and chosen by God to be conduits of God’s love and forgiveness in a world that is so much 
in need of both. 

As we approach the Christmas celebration is this most unusual year, may God make us 
faithful to that sacred calling, so that we might trust God’s promise for each of us, and so that the 
peace of God, which passes all understanding, would keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 
Amen. 


