Blessed Virgin Mary: St.A’s & St.P’s, Mnkth 15 08 10 

As a child I found that the Blessed Virgin Mary was given scant attention except at Christmas, when in sermons, storybooks and school plays, Mary had a central role as the young woman who gives birth to Jesus. One year since I’d been cast as Joseph, I might have got to know Mary better, but I was ill, and when I returned to school Fanny Saunders had re-cast me as a shepherd. 

It seemed strange to me as a boy, that the Roman Catholic Church gave Mary such a dominant role. This was heightened by the other churches ignoring Mary, except at Christmas, and very occasionally in sermons on Gospel readings where Mary appeared, including Mark 3, when Jesus is told that his mother and brothers are asking for him, or Cana’s wedding feast, where on both occasions Jesus seems almost dismissive of his mother.
Over all Mary is nor prominent in Jesus’ active ministry, but the references to her are greater, and more significant, than is sometimes realised. In John’s Gospel at the crucifixion Jesus’ mother and the beloved disciple are commended into each other’s care. 
Significantly Mary is sometimes omitted from scenes where she ought to be shown. Think of the Descent of the Spirit at Pentecost. On the Verdun Altar, 1181AD, the Holy Spirit is pictured as coming down like tongues of fire on twelve male apostles. In contrast in Albrecht Durer’s woodcut, The Descent of the Spirit, 1509, the Spirit’s fire has alighted on not only male disciples, but on Mary too. He draws on Acts 1 12-14, where the group meeting in an upper room to devotes itself to prayer, includes not only the eleven, before Matthias is elected to replace Judas, but also the women followers of Jesus, Mary, the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.
I use that example to indicate that we should give the Blessed Virgin Mary due honour in the purposes of God and the story of faith. If some churches have at times over-emphasised Mary’s role, there is no excuse for underplaying her contribution to Christian faith.
In the Early Church she was called the God-bearer. Near the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, the angel’s greeting is “O highly favoured one. The Lord is with you.” Later in the first chapter, her older cousin, Elizabeth, exclaims through the Holy Spirit, “Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb!” In Scripture Mary is given honour and blessing as the mother of our Lord.
Today is the main date of celebration of Mary’s role in the Christian; the Annunciation is feast of our Lord. Of course, we do not know when or how Mary died. Today is called in the East the Dormition of the Virgin and in the Roman Catholic Church the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, but we can honour Mary without assenting to Rome’s more recent dogmas.
The danger for Protestants has been the danger of losing the baby with the bathwater, or rather having such fear of protecting the Christ child, that we neglect his mother’s care and witness. Christians can unite in seeing Mary as a model of faith.

The preceding context of today’s Gospel reading, the Magnificat, is that after the angel brought glad tidings to Mary, she responds by saying, “Let it be/happen to me according to your word/what you have said,” and goes to visit her cousin Elizabeth, “Blessed is she who believed the promise made her by the Lord would be fulfilled.”

Mary is open to God, has trust in God and God’s promises.

Then Luke puts on her lips a song of praise, a canticle not only of hope, but of fulfilment. It is a declarative psalm of praise. Here Mary in the tradition of the righteous poor of the Psalms, praises God. The canticle is personal and yet proclaims the actions of God towards his people.
God has looked with favour on the lowliness or humiliation of this young woman. She rejoices in God her rescuer, her saviour in adversity, and finds joy in him. God has chosen her to be his servant. God in Christ has chosen us to be not only servants but sons.
The magnificat by use becomes our song, a vehicle for our praise and trust, as we remember Mary whom all generations would call blessed, and rejoice that God’s faithful love (or mercy) extends from generation to generation of those who revere him.
The canticle, which draws on OT models, especially Hannah’s Song after the birth of Samuel, is very like one of the royal psalms in celebration of the victories of God. The Magnificat speaks of what God has done, actions which have present effect, and yet it also reaches forward in hope and judgement. Here there is reversal:
The proud or arrogant of heart are routed,

The powerful are brought down from their thrones.

The rich are sent empty away.

The lowly (like Mary) are lifted up.

The hungry and starving are fed.

This element of reversal is found in parables of Jesus, and, of course, notably in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew) and the Sermon on the Plain (Luke). Luke’s Gospel gives attention to the poor.

So we find that the ways of God are not only comforting, but disturbing and surprising for Mary and for us. The God whom we worship has a way of turning our expectations upside down, and we find again that the Gospel is not concerned simple with our souls, but our bodies, the body of Mary, the bodies of the hungry and humiliated, the body of Christ being formed in her, as well as ourselves as the Body of Christ.
Mary’s Song always asks us, “What sort of society are we creating?” “How do we co-operate with the purposes of the God who calls us?”
The canticle ends with the strongly Jewish note of God’s succour for Israel, God’s faithful covenant love and God’s faithfulness to his promises. We are children of the promises of God in Christ, but we are called also to appreciate of others’ role in the purposes of God, past and present.

The Blessed Virgin Mary is for us an example of faith, of openness to God, and of response to his call.
