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Many of our bibles label this block of scripture “Mary’s song”.  This got me thinking about the function of song in our biblical text as well as in our world.  I will keep my reflections relatively brief because it would be ironic and inappropriate to speak about songs rather than sing songs. First, let us take a look at the biblical tradition of song and specifically Mary’s hymn. 
Following the destruction of Pharaoh’s armies we have the famous songs of Moses (Ex 15:1) and Miriam (Ex 15:20).  In biding adieu to the children of Israel Moses recited a lengthy ballad to the 12 tribes recounting God’s mercies (Dt 32:1-43).  Deborah and Barak offered a song of God’s victory after the nine hundred chariots of King Jabin were destroyed and the Israelites liberated (Judges 5).  At the end of his life King David sang God a thanksgiving song.  Hannah’s song following the birth of Samuel is the biblical song most similar to Mary’s hymn in both structure and themes (1 Sam 2:1-10).   Lesser known songs of the Old Testament include one written about water during the Wilderness wanderings (Num 21:17) and the song of three young men in a fiery furnace (Prayer of Azariah vv.23-68).  Before going out to the Mt. of Olives Jesus and the disciples sang a hymn (Matt 26:30; Mk 14:26).  The Psalms and Epistles both instruct God’s people to sing hymns and spiritual songs.  And in an epic scene of John’s Revelation angels, creatures, and elders numbering myriads upon myriads sing in full voice:  Worthy is the Lamb that was slain!” (Rev 5:9-13).  Mary’s hymn reflects many of the themes laid out in these other biblical songs.

For example, biblical songs often erupt after God has done something grand for her people amidst great vulnerability.  The songs are not about us or what we have done.  No, they categorically give testimony to a God who acts decisively for the underdog.  The miraculous deliveries of the Hebrew rabble fleeing Egypt, or of Deborah’s day, or in Babylon, or in Hannah’s conception were understood theologically.  The saving acts of God were put to song.  Mary never calls her response “song”, but they do fit the patterns found in the Psalms which were sung hymns.  Like her scripture texts, Mary understood the events of her life theologically.

Elizabeth ends her words by praising Mary, and Mary praises God.  She accepts Elizabeth’s statements about herself, but she recognizes God as the source of her unexpected honor—she is lowly (humble or one suffering humiliation (see lexicon translations)).
   In the Greek text many of the lines of Mary’s hymn begin with a strong action verb which emphasize the action of God.  Another similarity to other biblical hymns is that God’s in life of one person or one people is intended to benefit God’s people throughout the generations.

Structurally, the first four verses recount God’s goodness to Mary sung in the first person, and the last six verses laud God’s deliverance more broadly.  Specific language links the two sections, actually making them parallel.  Mary sings that God has regarded her lowly state (v.48 from section 1:  ταπείνωσις) even as God’s grace lifts all the lowly (v.52 from section 2: ταπεινούς).  She speaks of God as “the mighty one” (v.49 ὁ δυνατός) who has done great things for her even as he has brought down “the mighty ones” (v.52 δυνάστας) from their thrones.  “When we consider the two parts of the Magnificat together, we see that a parallel is suggested between God’s powerful mercy for one lowly girl and the way that God acts throughout time and society.  Mary’s story is presented as the emblem of a much larger experience and expectation.  The Magnificate encourages faith that God can and will intervene for the rest of the poor and not merely for Mary.”
  Enough talk, though, about the Magnificat.  Let us join together in one of our wonderful musical settings of Mary’s song.     StS #124 “My soul cries out”
To this point I have nattered on about biblical songs and spoken most briefly about the Magnificat.  But why?  Why is it significant that songs appear in our biblical text at all?   With the Magnificat on my mind I was drawn to watch a documentary entitled “I Got Rhythm:  the Science of Song”.
  I know not everyone in the congregation appreciates David Suzuki, but this episode provided scientific reflection on the topic of music which resonated, was in tune with ideas Duff, Peter, Bonnie and other crazy musicians among us have been saying as long as I have been here.  Simply put, singing together in groups shapes identity.  One segment of the show came from a lab at the McMaster Institute of Music and the Mind.  At the LIVELab scientists measure brain waves of musicians and their audiences to determine how music creates undeniable social bonds.  Quoting from Laurel Trainer (PhD) director of the Institute:
“We know from several studies now that when adults move together in synchrony it causes them to behave in certain ways.  They feel more affiliated. They like each other more. They bond more.  They are more likely to help each other in a game.  They are more likely to trust each other.”  This is not only true of those who sing.  Those who simply listen to music in a group are shaped by music.  The deaf are impacted by music.

Consider that for a moment:  when we breathe together as we sing in church, when we nod or tap the beat of music together in church, when we sway together as we sing or hear music in church--  we connect emotionally and spiritually with those around us.   We appreciate each other more; we come to trust each other more; we are more likely to help each other in the game of life.   No wonder we have so many songs in our biblical text!  Music, and song in particular, has the power to transform us from people of faith into communities of faith.  It may even have the power to graft those of no faith into our communities of faith.  And this takes me back to Mary’s song.  In her hymn Mary “does not separate herself from others because of God’s favor.  She continues to think of herself in solidarity with the poor.  What God has done for her is a sign of what God has done and will do for them, according to the Magnificat”.

In conclusion it is important for us to steep ourselves in faith based songs because they root us in a theological perspective which keeps us attentive for God’s action in our lives and world.   In this way we will be reminded that we are linked to other lowly people in this world.  Beyond the personal benefits, music sang and heard in congregational life will bind us together more tightly as God’s people making us a more compassionate community.  It is important for us to sing with those beyond our faith community for songs reinforce the bonds all humans share, and they witness to the good news of Jesus Christ in ways that mere language can not.  Again, enough talk about song, let us sing.  #13 StJ “My soul is filled”
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
� The quality of Mary’s lowliness, humiliation, could be the source of one entire sermon, so we can’t go there today.


� Language and themes in this section of this Magnificat sermon emerge from Robert C. Tannehill’s, Luke in the Abingdon New Testament Commentaries (Nashville, TN:  Abingdon Press, 1996), 53-55.


� David Suzuki, The Nature of Things—“The Science of Song” (Dec 1, 2016 at 8 PM on CBC-TV)


� Tannehill, ibid.





