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It is a long way to travel from the place of “How Can This Be?” to the land of “My Soul Magnifies 
the Lord.”  If you think of the radical shift in the frame of mind Mary made then you can appreciate 
how far she traveled in a very short amount. When the angel Gabriel announced to her that she was 
going to bear a son—her first words were those of doubt, confusion, suspicion, and resistance, 
“How can this be?” The unwed, unknown Mary was not your obvious pick for one to usher in the 
new chapter of God’s workings in the world, never mind bringing God’s Son into it. “How can this 
be?” is a totally legitimate reaction to this news. “How can this be?” is perhaps always a legitimate 
first reaction to the news of Jesus. The Son of God, born to Mary, lived in Nazareth, walked on 
water, fed the thousands, healed the sick, cured the lame, turned water to wine, hung on a cross, rose 
from the dead, visited the living, ascended to heaven, and sat on the right hand of the Father????  
How can this be?  Good question. 
 
God’s story in Christ begins as dramatically as it ends. From the beginning to end, our faculties of 
intellect, and critical thinking, and logic are tested. But for Mary, from beginning to end, so much 
more was on the line. This was about her status in society, her relationship with her family, her 
physical health and safety— “How can this be?” would have been a question on which her whole 
future hung. When Mary received the news, she went hastily to her cousin Elizabeth’s house and told 
her the news. Then Elizabeth blessed her and Mary broke into spontaneous song, praising God for 
this gift to her and praising God for all gifts ever given and promised still to God’s people. 
 
We have a long way to travel if we are going to go from the “How can this be?” question all the way 
to Mary’s famous song of praise, the Magnificat, from the first lines in Latin, meaning “to magnify” 
or “to praise.” My soul magnifies the Lord. There are a lot of questions to be answered, a lot of 
studying to do, a lot of prayers to be lifted, if we are going to make steps towards faith and praise like 
Mary did that first Christmas.   
 
But Christmas is about traveling from places of doubt, hardness, cynicism, and sin to places of 
warmth, wholeness, redemption, and grace. At least in an ideal world that is the kind of traveling that 
takes places at Christmas time. Countless characters have led the way for us in showing us how to do 
Christmas traveling right. Charles Dickens’s Ebenezer Scrooge travels from a place of scraping, 
calculating, and bah-humbugging to a place of awakening, softening, and giving. Or Dr. Suess’s 
Grinch travels from his grouchy, greedy mountain down to the valley of Whoville’s town of love and 
happiness. Or George Bailey in It’s a Wonderful Life travels from despair and self-loathing to gratitude 
and renewed joy. There are so many other great Christmas movies about characters being changed 
and growing into better people—the parents in “Home Alone,” Hugh Grant in “About a Boy,” the 
workaholic father of Buddy the Elf, even Charlie Brown gets a change of heart at Christmas time.  
These characters travel, making journeys of the heart and mind and soul.   
 
Mary’s own journey is not depicted on the big screen so much as it has been captured in musical 
scores. Bach, Purcell, Vivaldi, Mozart, and Schubert among others have set the text of her song to 
music. What we are hearing today is Bach’s interpretation of this song, this story of faith, this journey 
of heart and mind and soul. Mary’s song represents the traveling she had to do to accept the calling 
God had given her and to see her role in God’s greater narrative. When we hear this powerful music, 
it begs us to think of the one who first uttered these words and the amount of faith it took her to do 
so. This is a song that reflects Mary’s deep faith in God and great trust that God will bring salvation 
to the world. This song reflects a spirit of openness and hopefulness to a new future in God’s hands.  
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This song reflects the fact that Mary’s soul has turned from doubt and turned towards God in 
faith—she sings that with her life she intends to magnify and to praise God.   
 
Mary’s song reminds us of how far we still have to travel this Advent season in getting ourselves 
from the place of “How can this be?” to our souls magnifying and praising the Lord.   
 

 Some of us need to travel from the shadowy land of sin and shame to the holy place of 
confession and reconciliation.   

 Some of us need to leave behind decade long doubts of faith to travel to the land of more 
faithful acceptance.   

 Some of us need to move away from anger, bitterness, and anxiety to move towards 
graciousness, compassion, and peace.   

 Some of us need to heal from grief, loss, and regret so that we can find a new chapter for 
our lives.   

 
All of us, no matter our faith, our issues, our baggage, or our pasts, have room to travel this 
Christmas—trips of the heart, and the mind, and the soul. We begin these journeys when we turn 
towards God and we open ourselves to a relationship with the One who came into this world to 
know us, love us, and save us.    
 
Young Mary and her leap of faith, her courageous work, and her inspiring declaration should 
encourage us to do some traveling of our own. Scripture tells us we are to “live lives worthy of the 
callings we have been given.” Mary gave us one mighty example for how to do so. May her life, her 
faith, her song—inspire us to live lives worthy of the callings we have been given. Blessings to you as 
travel this Christmas! 
 
Amen. 
 
  
 
 


