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Two weeks ago, our nation observed the eightieth anniversary of the attack on Pearl 

Harbor.  That terrible day, so long ago, was followed by a rapid series of Japanese victories all 

across the Pacific – perhaps none more disheartening to a nation newly at war than the loss of the 

Philippines in the spring of 1942.  A great number of American soldiers were taken prisoner – 

some of whom were interned in a prisoner of war camp near the town of Cabanatuan on Luzon.  

Conditions there were brutal.  The prisoners were half-starved, cruelly mistreated, and often 

executed at whim.  Those who survived had little hope for rescue – they weren’t even sure that 

anyone even knew where they were or that they were still alive.  They believed themselves to be 

forgotten, and with little hope of survival. 

 

But that all changed on the morning of January 30, 1945.  In a daring and well-planned 

raid behind enemy lines, U.S. Army Rangers and Filipino guerillas set upon the prison camp, 

completely surprising the enemy guards.  Within minutes the camp was under Allied control and 

the prisoners were rescued and set free.  One account of the raid describes the scene as the Rangers 

began to go from barrack to barrack to break the news of their rescue to the prisoners huddled 

within: 

 

Slowly, the awareness that this was a jailbreak was 

beginning to sink in among the rest of the prisoners.  They were 

reacting with a kind of catatonic ecstasy, numb and inarticulate.  

One prisoner wrapped his arms around the neck of the first Ranger 

he saw and kissed him on the forehead.  All he could say was “Oh, 

boy!  Oh, boy!  Oh, boy!”  Alvie Robbins found one prisoner 

muttering in a darkened corner of one of the barracks, tears 

coursing down his face.  “I thought we’d been forgotten,” the 

prisoner said.  “No, you’re not forgotten,” Robbins said.  “We’ve 

come for you.”1 

 

That story may seem a strange introduction to our morning Scripture, to this meeting of 

Mary and Elizabeth and to the song which Mary sings.  But, in truth, if we can just imagine a little 

bit of the emotion that was going through those prisoners’ minds and hearts at the news of their 

rescue, then we are well on our way to understanding what the meeting of these two mothers-to-

be, one very old and one very young, really meant to them – and what Mary’s song continues to 

mean for us and for all people still to this day.  Israel, back then, thought that they had been 
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forgotten by God.  It had been centuries since God had last spoken to them clearly through a 

prophet.  Their land, the land God had given to them, was occupied by a foreign power, and had 

been so for many generations – they were, in a sense, prisoners within their own land.  And the 

foreign king who ruled over them presently, Herod, was as brutal and violent as any of the worst 

who had come before him.  The people of God still remembered the promises God had long ago 

made to them about a coming king from the line of David – that great king who would rule over 

God’s people in peace forever.2  The people of God still remembered that promise.  But their hope 

in that promise, even their belief in that promise – that God was really going to make it happen – 

had long ago faded away.  They felt themselves forgotten and forsaken by God. 

 

But suddenly, from out of nowhere, without warning and without fanfare, suddenly God 

had broken into that despair and spoken good news of a great joy just about to be born.  First, God 

had sent His angel Gabriel to visit a priest named Zechariah as he burned incense in the Temple at 

Jerusalem.3  Gabriel appeared to Zechariah and told him that he and his wife Elizabeth were soon 

to have a child, despite the fact that they had never been able to do so before and by now were 

both very well-advanced in years.  Zechariah, for obvious reasons, doubted that this could be so, 

and so had been struck silent by the angel until such time as the child was born.  And, lo and 

behold, Elizabeth was now in her sixth month of pregnancy – clearly what had been impossible 

before had been made possible with God.  The same God who had also promised through Gabriel 

that this miracle child born to Zechariah and Elizabeth would be the herald, the preparer-of-the-

way, for an even greater child to come – a child who would be no less than that God-promised 

King from the house and lineage of David, who would deliver His people from their captivity, who 

would rule over God’s people in peace forevermore. 

 

Which was precisely what Gabriel had then announced to a young virgin, betrothed to be 

married, whose name was Mary.4  That the Spirit of the Most High God would overshadow her, 

and that she would conceive in her womb and bear a Son, whose name would be Jesus – the very 

name meaning “salvation”.  And that Mary’s Son would be, therefore, nothing less than the Son 

of God – light from light, very God of very God.  The promised Messiah.  The promised Redeemer.  

The promised King.  Israel was not forgotten by God after all.  Israel was not forsaken in their 

sufferings.  God was coming to rescue them.  God was coming to redeem them.  God was slipping 

in behind the enemy lines to rescue them.  God was coming to set the prisoners free. 

 

And that is why Mary sings.  And that is also what Mary sings.  Elizabeth has barely laid 

eyes upon her young kinswoman, barely heard the sound of her voice, when the baby in her womb 

begins dancing with joy inside of her.  And, in that moment, whatever small doubts Elizabeth 

might still have been struggling with just vanish once and all – for clearly, looking upon Mary and 

feeling the baby within her leaping up in joy, clearly it was all true.  Everything that the angel had 

said to Zechariah.  Elizabeth then greets Mary with the joy of one soon to be set free:  “Blessed 

are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!”   

 

And Mary, seeing her elderly kinswoman Elizabeth great with child, hearing the words 

which Elizabeth has proclaimed over her, whatever doubts Mary may have still had lingering in 

her heart vanish also.  It is all true!  Everything that Gabriel had said to her!  Everything that God 

had promised about her child!  Just as the angel had said, God has remembered His people – and 

everything is just about to be rescued and redeemed, restored and renewed by the God who does 
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not forget the promises He has made, who never forgets and never forsakes the people whom He 

loves! 

 

And Mary, now lifted up on high with a joy of her own, begins to sing: 

 

My soul magnifies the Lord, 

 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. 

 

She sings out her joy at the part God has given her to play in this coming of salvation to the world: 

 

For he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. 

 For behold, from now on all generations will called me blessed; 

For he who is mighty has done great things for me, 

 and holy is his name. 

 

But, most of all, she sings of the greatness of God, and of His boundless goodness to His people: 

 

And his mercy is for those who fear him 

 from generation to generation. 

 

And then she sings out of her joy at what God is planning to do through the child in her 

womb.  She sings it as if she can see it happening already, as if already this salvation has come to 

past – she is singing ahead of time, as if it were already so: 

 

He has shown strength with his arm; 

 he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; 

he has brought down the mighty from their thrones 

 and exalted those of humble estate; 

he has filled the hungry with good things, 

 and the rich he has sent empty away. 

He has helped his servant Israel, 

 in remembrance of his mercy, 

as he spoke to our fathers,  

 to Abraham and to his offspring forever. 

 

Mary’s song of joy.  The Magnificat – her soul magnifying the God who has multiplied her 

joy.  For God has not forgotten His promises.  And God shall never forsake His people.  This is 

the Good News of Christmas:  that in Jesus Christ, the child of Mary, God has come to rescue us, 

to liberate us, and to set us free.  God has come to us to begin His great work of putting everything 

right once again, of making everything good once again, of returning a song of hope and joy to 

every human heart willing to turn to Him and receive the Good News.  The Good News that God 

has come to us in Jesus – to proclaim liberty to the captives of sin and sorrow and death, and to set 

at liberty those who are oppressed by hopelessness and fear and suffering.5  Just as Mary’s child, 

God’s Son, our Savior Jesus, would Himself one day declare, while preaching upon a mount in 

Galilee: 
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Blessed are the poor in spirit, the ones who know how desperately 

they need God, for theirs will be the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, because when God is done every tear 

will be wiped away and every heart consoled. 

Blessed are the meek, those who seek the well-being of others 

instead of always insisting on their own way, for they will be 

the ones who inherit the prize. 

Blessed are those who stand up against the mistreatment of those 

who are weak or in need, for they shall see justice and 

righteousness fill the earth. 

Blessed are those who choose the open hand of love and mercy 

rather than the closed fist of hate and resentment, for they 

will discover a river of mercy washing away their own sin. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, who seek that which is above, for they 

will find what they seek. 

Blessed are those who work for peace in a world of conflict, for one 

day they will see every sword beaten into a plowshare and 

every spear reshaped into a pruning hook – a day when 

nation shall no longer lift up sword against nation, and the 

Prince of Peace will bring His  peace into every land and 

into every heart.6 

 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  It is a song of 

rejoicing.  It is the song of a “young woman shyly placing one hand upon a swelling belly to touch 

the miracle unfolding within her; it is the song of Israel’s rewarded longing for a saviour come to 

welcome in the promised age.”  It is a song which proclaims God’s favor upon all who long for 

His coming, and the coming of His Kingdom.  It is a song of cosmic implications, one which 

reverberates with the Good News which shall be for all the people – that Jesus Christ has come to 

begin the promised redemption of all things, that promised eternal reign of our Savior in which 

everything sad is even now beginning to become untrue.7 

 

And it is a song – Mary’s song – which is now ours to sing out to the world in our own 

day.  To sing out this Good News with joy to the world – so that all might hear, and all might 

rejoice, and all might join in with Mary in magnifying the Lord who has done this great thing for 

us all. 
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