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Part of the text for this Sunday is a song. Music. Music is, at bottom, a mystery.   
It’s one of the arts that takes place over time.  Well, maybe ALL arts do that, to one 
degree or another, but music is especially like that.  Its affects are cumulative.  
 
But the Christmas story itself begins in Silence.  In fact, it begins in lingering silence. 
The angel, Gabriel comes to the girl, Mary.  He tells her things she is too young and 
too mortal to understand.  Then he leaves her alone, by herself.   
 
And as was her habit, Mary “pondered this thing in her heart.”  Silence again. A 
silence that leads down an advent path to something we have come to celebrate as, 
“Silent Night.”  
 
But, long before that night, Mary sings.  It happens at her cousin, Elizabeth’s, house.  
Mary has this cousin who is not like a cousin, really.  She’s more like an aunt than a 
cousin.  Anyway, Mary goes there for a period of time.  She may well have been 
shipped off to Elizabeth's to hide the shame of her own family, we don’t know.   
 
But even with the generational split between Mary and Elizabeth, or maybe because 
of it, Elizabeth greets Mary, not with shame but with her own joy. She too is 
pregnant, and, like Mary, she is pregnant at the wrong time.   
 
Elizabeth is a bit too old for motherhood; Mary, a bit too young.  Regardless, we 
have something as old as history going on here – women who are there for other 
women when they are needed most and need it the most.  And so, out of that 
solidarity, Mary sings.  
 
Today, "Mary's Song" (what we have come to call, the Magnificat”)  often gets lost at 
Christmas time. It gets drowned-out by Christmas carols.   
  
But Mary’s song is one of the Bible's greatest hits:  "My soul magnifies the Lord and 
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded the low estate of his 
handmaiden. For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed; for God, 
who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name. And his mercy is 
on those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with 
his arm, he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts, he has put 
down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled 
the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away.” 
 
Quite a song, and so in keeping with what is at the heart of Jesus’ message about 
wealth and power. 
   
You know, singing used to be a very American thing. But something happened in 
the last century to change that.   



We’re so star struck these days that most of us are too intimidated by fame and 
talent to sing out loud ourselves.  We’ve forgotten that once upon a time it was 
acceptable for everybody to sing in public. 
 
Before my time, in the early-to-middle part of the last century when a fraternity boy 
gave his pin to a girl, the whole fraternity trooped over to the sorority and instead of 
getting drunk within an inch of their life (as they do today) they would sing, all 
together --  And then at one point in the song, the boy who was love-struck would 
step forward and in a solo would pledge that “though the Rockies may tumble and 
Gibraltar may crumble” his love was “here to stay.” 
 
The tradition of common singing is not dead everywhere. In Ireland today you go 
into most any rural pub and sit with locals they will ask you to sing something.  It is 
expected.  They sing their songs -- now you sing yours.   
 
Twenty years ago I taught a class in another church I called, “Moral Uplift During 
World War II.”  We looked at everything – Winston Churchill’s speeches, movies like 
Casablanca,  everything, including music.  It was a remarkable time in history, and 
music was such an important part of what helped people keep their spirits up.   
 
The old radio shows (and early TV shows) all had singers --  Jack Benny had Dennis 
Day, Bob Hope had Frances Langford. Ozzie Nelson was first a band-leader. If you 
even remember those people. 
 
As a kid I remember my mother's disbelief at my habit of cranking up the "record 
player" to listen to her old Nat King Cole records over and over -- never tiring of 
them. 
 
His rendition of "The Christmas Song," ("Chestnuts roasting on an open fire, Jack 
Frost nipping at your nose") was recorded in 1947. It is my favorite secular carol. At 
the early service band’s Christmas party a week ago, Loyda’s husband, Rafael, 
reminded us that it was written by Mel Torme and his buddy Robert Wells.  They 
wrote the song on a sweltering August day in Los Angeles. 
 
Torme told it this way. He was in his friend’s studio. “I saw a spiral pad on his piano 
with four lines written in pencil. They started this way, `Chestnuts roasting ... Jack 
Frost nipping ... Yuletide carols ... Folks dressed up like Eskimos.'  Bob didn't think 
he was writing a song lyric. He just thought that if he could immerse himself in winter 
he might cool himself off. Forty minutes later that song was written. I wrote all the 
music and some of the lyrics."    
 
As he was writing it down Torme said he heard the voice of Nat Cole singing. They 
were so excited with the tune that they drove right over to Nat Cole’s house, 
unannounced, and sang it for him at his own piano. They told him it was his song.  
It was, and it always will be.  
 
 



What is your song?  Who is your singer? Often that changes over time as we 
change. I remember a particularly lonely period of my life back in the 1970s when 
nothing but melancholy saloon songs by Frank Sinatra would do.  I’m not making 
that up.   
 
Today my taste in music is very eclectic.  I will never forget the day I went to Golden 
Gate Park to hear Luciano Pavarotti sing nearly 40 years ago.  I couldn't see him, 
the crowd was that big . . . but the voice – it was like a miracle. 
 
It doesn't have to be a great voice like Pavarotti’s to move one. This last week I 
listened over and over to a country tune that won a Grammy Award a couple of 
years ago - Chances Are, by Lee Ann Womack (not the Johnny Mathis song of the 
same name). That song is pretty corny, but it isn’t a formula song, and it’s very 
honest and vulnerable the way the best country songs can be.  
 
You know, it doesn’t even have to be a great singer if the song is right, like Louis 
Armstrong singing, "What a Wonderful World."  There’s just something so very 
healing in that music. 
 
Nancy Burke testifies to such a reality.  "Every week, for two winters and two 
summers, as I drove to and from the cancer clinic for treatments, I played [Pattti 
Labelle's music] over and over.  When I was frightened and thought I couldn't make 
one more trip, I played those songs to get me there.  Afterward, when I was tired 
and thought I couldn't make the drive home, I played them again. My spirits never 
failed to recover, and the miles just flew by.  I found such courage and hope in her 
passionate music ... In the midst of the darkest time of my life that voice made me 
feel grateful to be alive … There's a song for everyone, one incalculable mix of 
melody and magic that so neatly wraps the heart that we are lifted out of the here 
and now.  And something in us is heals." 
      
In a letter written during what we now call, the Italian Renaissance, Marcilio Ficino 
wrote the following to a friend. "Do not be surprised, Francesco, that we combine 
medicine and [music] with the study of theology. Since you are dedicated to 
philosophy, you must remember that within us, nature has bonded body and spirit 
with the soul.  The body is indeed healed by the remedies of medicine; but spirit  
. . . is tempered and nourished by airy smells, by sounds, and by song. To the 
Egyptian priests medicine, music, and the mysteries were one and the same study.”    
 
Medicine, music and the mysteries. Christmas is the holiest of mysteries  -- it can be 
good medicine.  At Christmas we are sometimes visited by the longing to be children 
again. Which is why the season is filled with the bitter and the sweet, especially this 
year after the terrible things that have happened to thousands of children on our 
southern border. 
 
We stumble over memories, we are elated, even transported for a moment, and 
then we may sense an accompanying feeling of loss.  Christmas opens the wound 
and also pours in its own healing balm. 
 



All the best things; all the most healing things, are bitter and sweet, like 
Frankincense and Muir.  And at Christmas we sing. No other holiday is like it for 
song.   
 
Singing does amazing things to the human spirit.  It's powerful; sometimes it's 
downright dangerous.  One December, late in the 1980s, near the end of it's rule, 
the white government in Pretoria, South Africa banned the lighting of candles AND . 
. .  the singing of Christmas carols in the township of Soweto.   
 
When asked, “Why?” by a member of the press, the government spokesperson 
said,  "You know how emotional black women are.  Christmas carols have an 
emotional effect upon them." 
 
Geez, you let a poor Jewish peasant woman like Mary, or a black mother in Soweto 
sing -- well,  you don't where it might lead. They were right.  They proved the moral 
bankruptcy of their rule by saying it, but they were right. 
 
In 1961 Bob Dylan sang,  "The Times They are a Changing," and they were – more 
than anyone of us at the time could know. Who can calculate the power of solidarity 
created in that decade by the singing of the song,  "We Shall Overcome?" 
 
It has often been noted that when a child is starving, utterly emaciated and near to 
death, he no longer cries.  Tears dry up and the child is silent.  The hunger becomes 
so deep it moves beyond pain, beyond feeling to utter empty silence. 
 
The world has its own brand of “Silent Night" but there is nothing holy or bright about 
it.  For such people Mary sings her remarkable song:  "My soul magnifies the Lord 
… he has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree." 
 
Mary sings for Elizabeth who had cried herself to sleep countless nights in her 
youth; crying for a baby that she must have believed would never ever be born. 
   
In that way she sings for the black women of Soweto who were forbidden to respond 
to the call of their own hearts. 
 
She sings for mothers in Syria, harassed by their own government; mothers who 
worry about the coming of 2019.  They had hoped their children would be able to 
return to school, but now with the unaccountable withdrawal of American troops, 
things looks dire once again. And for all of us.  We are living a nightmare.   
 
For all of us who care about these things, Mary sings. 
 
Someone once said of Mary that she is "like any cup, easily broken; like all vessels, 
[she is] too small for the destiny she must contain." (Rosario Castellanos) Unable to 
contain it she sings, and so should we. 
 
 
As I said, for many singing will not come easy this year -- because of recent loss,  



or too many memories.  Thankfully, Mary does not wait until all is wonderful to sing.  
If she did, she’d never sing.   She sings in a time of exile from her immediate family. 
She is like the nation of Israel in exile in Babylon 400 years before Jesus.  
 
There’s an amazing snapshot of that group of exiles contained in one of the Psalms 
that goes like this -- “There by the rivers of Babylon we hung our harps on the trees 
and our captors required of us songs,  ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’ They 
taunted.  How can we sing the Lord's song in a strange land?" 
 
But they did.  Well, they couldn’t sing the old songs they knew like “Blessed 
Assurance, Yahweh is mine, nothing bad will ever happen to us because God 
wouldn’t allow it.” No, that old hymn from the Hebrew Hymnbook was hog-wash.   
 
In its place, they made up a song out of their sadness. They sang about hanging up 
their harps in a strange land. They sang about being forsaken, and the music we 
now call, The Blues, was born. 
 
Mary sings knowing she is going to have to say something to her fiancé about her 
pregnancy, knowing that there is no way in the world he is going to understand.  
  
She sings knowing that for Elizabeth, having a child at 43 isn't going to be anything 
approaching easy,  and his birth will be just the beginning of it all. 
 
Despite questionable circumstances and doubtful outcomes Mary sings because 
singing is what life is about.  It’s the real reason humans have mouths like we do.  
 
Okay, one last story, and I’ve saved the best one for last:   
 
There is a tribe in East Africa where singing is the single most important thing in life 
to do. In this tribe when a woman is pregnant she is encouraged to spend a lot of 
time reflecting about what is going on inside of her.  She thinks actively of the life 
within.  Out of that reflection she hums to herself a melody and that melody 
becomes her child’s song.   
 
So, when that child comes into the world the women around her mother, her 
Elizabeths, sing that song to aid the birth and to welcome the child.  But that’s only 
the beginning. Throughout the child’s life the song is sung at significant times.  At 
the coming of age, at the child’s wedding and finally, when that child has grown old, 
the song is sung at the death bed by her children, and her family, and her friends.   
 
“There's a song for everyone, one incalculable mix of melody and magic that so 
neatly wraps the heart that we are lifted out of the here and now.  And something in 
us heals."  Let it be so this Christmas.   
 
Amen 


