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WHY MAGNIFICAT? 

 

In December 1997, my church choir director Margaret Kvamme handed us a thick piece 

of music with the word “Magnificat” written on the front and “Charles Pachelbel” (the 

son of Johann Pachelbel of Canon in D fame) as the composer. Being a new Christian, it 

was the first time I had really encountered the text on its own and singing that setting 

made me want to explore it more. I had another opportunity to engage with it the next 

year during my first quarter at UC Santa Cruz when I did the Porpora setting of the text 

with the Women’s Chorale. Margaret, who also directed the Women’s Chorale, made 

sure that we understood the words of what we were singing, and the text impacted me 

more through singing that setting. 

A few years later, I encountered the Prayer of Hannah in my Old Testament I class in 

seminary, and I could see the parallels between it and the Magnificat. Nothing in the 

Bible stands on its own, and I believe Mary would have been familiar with Hannah’s 

prayer because she would have been raised to know the story of Samuel and how he 

was the last judge of Israel. It enhanced my appreciation of the Magnificat to know that 

there was a connection between the two texts. 

When I started thinking about putting together an Advent devotional book for this year, 

the word Magnificat popped into my head almost immediately. It is the third person 

singular for “to magnify” in Latin, and my mind went back to this text that I had 

encountered for the first time 22 years earlier. It is one of the readings for Advent in 

Year C of the lectionary, and it foretells the changing of the corrupt power structures 

that were oppressing the poor. As history repeats itself in patterns, paraphrasing Mark 

Twain’s words, it is applicable even in our world today where the rich are in power and 

are legislating things that are detrimental to the poorest in our society. 

In addition to these reflections on the Prayer of Hannah, the Magnificat, and the events 

surrounding it, I have assembled two YouTube playlists for those who find music to be 

the way they encounter God. One is comprised of various settings of the Magnificat, 

and the other is comprised of Advent hymns and songs. Links to them can be found on 

the church website, Facebook, and in the email list. 

Blessings to you in this season of preparation for the coming of Christ! 

-Jen McCabe 

  



 
  

And Mary said, 

I’m bursting with God-news; 
    I’m dancing the song of my Savior God. 
God took one good look at me, and look 
what happened— 
    I’m the most fortunate woman on earth! 
What God has done for me will never be 
forgotten, 
    the God whose very name is holy, set 
apart from all others. 
His mercy flows in wave after wave 
    on those who are in awe before him. 
He bared his arm and showed his 
strength, 
    scattered the bluffing braggarts. 
He knocked tyrants off their high horses, 
    pulled victims out of the mud. 
The starving poor sat down to a banquet; 
    the callous rich were left out in the cold. 
He embraced his chosen child, Israel; 
    he remembered and piled on the 
mercies, piled them high. 
It’s exactly what he promised, 
    beginning with Abraham and right up to 
now. 
-Luke 1:46-55 (The Message, Peterson) 



DECEMBER 1 

 

Hannah prayed and said, “My heart exults in the Lord; my strength is exalted in my God. My 
mouth derides my enemies, because I rejoice in my victory." – 1 Samuel 2:1 

Hannah prayed and said, "My heart exults in the Lord..." Hannah longed for but was 

unable to bear a child for her husband Elkanah. Finally, she gave birth to a baby boy 

and named him Samuel. She was so happy that she had what she had wanted and 

asked for in prayer for so long that she gave this baby boy, her beloved son, to God. 

I think of how long I have wanted and yearned for something. If this thing were given 

to me, would I give it completely to God? I firmly believe that anything and everything 

that we want and is given to us should be handed over to God completely, with no 

attachments or conditions. Everything we own; our education, profession, talents, gifts, 

even our children should be happily handed over. 

In this world of self-assertiveness, high efficiency, complete productivity, lofty goals, 

and self-made success, do we ever think of giving it all to God? Instead of thinking 

about how hard we worked to get what we want, we should bow down and give 

complete and sincere thanks to God for allowing us to have it all and for giving it all to 

us in the first place. 

Father in Heaven, thank you for all you have allowed and given to me in this life here on earth. 

Let me remember from where it all came and love and treat everything I have accordingly. Amen. 

-Sister Katharine, OSB 

 

 

DECEMBER 2 

 

“There is no Holy One like the Lord, no one besides you; there is no Rock like our God." – 1 
Samuel 2:2 

As Hannah praises the Lord, she characterizes God as a Rock. This simile of God as 
Rock is used frequently in the Psalms and often seems to have the meaning of refuge 
and/or salvation. When, like Hannah, you are in the desert, any rock is going to 
provide a little shade and a place to hide from your enemies. How much more of a 
refuge is God, the holy one! 



I grew up in the rolling hills of northeastern Oklahoma and always loved our summer 
trips to Colorado where my father was born. Halfway across Kansas, we could begin to 
see the Rocky Mountains, and their grandeur and majesty spoke to me of God’s 
presence and power. Now I am blessed to live in this beautiful Skagit Valley where 
mountains remind me daily that God is my rock. 

Beginning in 7th grade I attended a Methodist church where I sang in the choir, 
participated in MYF, and went to Sunday night services where we sang praise songs 
from a book called “Upper Room Hymns.” One of my favorites was “Rock of Ages, 
Cleft for Me”, and as I recalled that period of my life, I began to wonder how many 
songs I know that characterize God/Jesus as a Rock. It turns out there are a lot! Here are 
a few of my favorites:  “I Will Call Upon the Lord”; “On Christ, the Solid Rock I Stand”; 
“Rock of My Salvation”; “Oh, Lord, My Rock and My Redeemer”; and from Flor y 
Canto,  and “El Señor es mi Fuerza”. 

Dearest Lord, our Rock and Salvation, as we await again the celebration of the coming of your 
Son, help us to magnify your name through our praise and our actions. Lead us to glorify your 
name and share your blessings with those in need. In Jesus name we pray, Amen. 

-Cathey Frederick 

 

 

DECEMBER 3 

 

Talk no more so very proudly, let not arrogance come from your mouth; for the Lord is a God of 
knowledge, and by him actions are weighed. – 1 Samuel 2:3 

Words have tremendous power, for good or ill…to hurt or heal. Whether hurtful or 
healing, however, I’m constantly humbled by the inadequacy of language to speak the 
ineffable truth of God’s knowledge. I suppose that’s why that even with all the greats of 
English literature to inspire me, I find myself turning instead to a Persian poet from the 
13th century, Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī, when I ponder the bittersweet failure of 
language in our effort to apprehend God's presence. As Rumi put it:  
 

Both mourn, the angels, the prophets, and this sadness I feel has taken from me 
the taste of language, so that I cannot say the flavor of my being apart. Speak 
with the language of love. This is how it always is when I finish a poem. A great 
silence overcomes me, and I wonder why I ever thought to use language.  

  



Lord, please keep us mindful of what our words say about us. Are we being prideful or arrogant? 
Are we recognizing the power our words may have over others? Let our language be infused 
with your grace and communicate your love. 

-Michael Boss 

 

 

DECEMBER 4 

 

The bows of the mighty are broken, but the feeble gird on strength. – 1 Samuel 2:4 

Many of us have heard the expression "gird up your loins" relating to some esoteric Old 

Testament passage, usually something from the chapters of Job where the Lord is taking Job to 

task for questioning why every bad thing befell him. It seems to be the Biblical version of the 

command to "man up", so much so that the "Art of Manliness" website features an illustrated 

guide on how to gird up one's loins, which is a tutorial on how to turn the tunic worn in Biblical 

times into a pair of shorts that makes battling one's enemies easier. This is accomplished by 

gathering the fabric, pulling it through the legs, dividing it in half, and then tying it around 

one's waist. (For the pictures of this, go to https://www.artofmanliness.com/articles/how-to-

gird-up-your-loins-an-illustrated-guide.) 

The word “gird” actually means to “encircle with a belt or band” or “to secure on the body with 

a belt or band”. Buildings have “girders” made of steel that support key parts of them, and 

young men would be “girded” with belts of knighthood in medieval times. “Girding” provides 

extra support. 

In today’s passage, Hannah sings of “the bows of the mighty [being] broken” and “the feeble 

gird[ing] on strength”. Her world was one where Israel was under constant attack from 

enemies, and archers’ bows would be a familiar item as would a sash or belt that girded a 

sword to a warrior. The idea of strength encircling me in my weak moments is incredibly 

comforting because it is a reminder that I do not have to depend on my own strength to push 

through difficult things—I have Someone who wraps me in their strength! The bows of the 

Enemy are no match for the strength that surrounds me. How amazing and magnificent is our 

God! 

Thank you, Lord, for surrounding me in my weakest moments and fighting with me when I cannot fight. 

Amen. 

-Jen McCabe 

  



DECEMBER 5 

 

Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, but those who were hungry are fat with 
spoil. The barren has borne seven, but she who has many children is forlorn. – 1 Samuel 2:5 

"The barren has borne seven, but she who has many children is forlorn." We've all heard 

the well-known saying, "Be careful what you wish for." God knows what we need, want 

and long for. When we don't get what we dearly need or want we must be assured as to 

the reasons why. When we receive more than what we ever desired or needed, we must 

accept it and know that it is a gift from God. 

It is very important to learn to accept what we are given, whether we want it or not. 

Some are given so much and some so little. God wants us to make the best of our 

situations. Another good old saying, "it is what you make of it," is so appropriate when 

receiving and reacting to life's circumstances. 

By accepting all that God has given to us, or not given to us, we are responding wisely 

and exalting God as we are taught. 

Our Father in Heaven, we know that you know our every want and need. We thank you for all 

the blessings you have bestowed upon us. Let us remember from where all things come and live 

according to your will, even when it is not our will. In Jesus' name we pray, Amen. 

-Sister Katharine, OSB 

 

 

DECEMBER 6 

 

The Lord kills and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up.– 1 Samuel 2:6 

“The LORD killeth, and maketh alive; he bringeth down to the grave, and 
bringeth up.” (King James) 

“GOD brings death and GOD brings life, brings down to the grave and raises 
up.” (The Message, Peterson) 

No matter what translation you read, the message is the same. God is in charge. God is 
the God of life, and death is God’s too. A quiet moment of reflection reminds us: God 
loves us, God moves through our lives with us, and God holds each of us as God’s 
unique and treasured child. We have one life and we’re privileged to be given time to 



choose to walk with God just as God chooses to walk with us. So, God be with you. 
(God is with you, you know.) 

God be in my head, and in my understanding; 
God be in mine eyes, and in my looking; 
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking; 
God be in my heart, and in my thinking; 
God be at my end, and at my departing. 
Hymn 694 

-Tom Worrell 

 

 

DECEMBER 7 

 

The Lord makes poor and makes rich; he brings low, he also exalts. – 1 Samuel 2:7 

I think we have all had that moment where we wish our circumstances were different. 
Maybe we were the bullied child in school and wished our bully would be brought 
down, or perhaps we had a supervisor who persecuted us, and we wished that Human 
Resources would catch on and fire the person. Whatever the situation, it is almost 
universal that we would be in a situation in life where we were on the wrong side of a 
power dynamic. 

In today’s verse, Hannah has just had her power dynamic shifted. Previously the barren 
wife of Elkanah, she has now been blessed with a son. Her status and worth as a 
woman and a wife would have been based on her ability to bear children, so now she 
has been transformed from the lowest of women to a position of strength. 

A twist of this story that is in the previous chapter is that once she bore him, she gives 
him back to God for ministry. It is an interesting twist because it reminds us that 
everything we have belongs to God—we have nothing that is our own. Understanding 
this is the key to true richness. 

As for her son, he became the prophet and judge Samuel. You might have heard of him? 

Lord, help us to remember that nothing we own is of our own making—everything we have 
comes from you. Help us to share our riches that your name might be glorified and your work on 
earth be magnified. Amen. 

-Jen McCabe  



DECEMBER 8 

 

He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap, to make them sit with 
princes and inherit a seat of honor. For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s, and on them he has 
set the world. – 1 Samuel 2:8 

The Bible is replete with passages that hew to a theme cherished by many of us who 

grew up in the ‘60s: “The arc of history bends toward justice.” Back then it was a theme 

made particularly relevant by Dr. Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement, 

and the Vietnam War. For Cold War kids like me, who were in high school and college 

during that period, it was a theme we embraced with all the brash confidence of youth, 

in spite of the chaos that seemed to engulf us. It’s one I stubbornly cling to even as I 

enter my dotage — even after losing faith in the power of Woodstock Nation to realize 

it.  

Truth be told, I think we failed our children and grandchildren to a great extent. To be 

fair, the country we helped shape has made a lot of progress in terms of social justice, 

but the world as a whole seems more sharply divided between the princes and the poor 

— and the evening news just seems to underscore the disparities between those few 

with a seat at the table and the multitudes still mired in the ash heap. Today, the 

vigorous optimism of youth is being gradually replaced in my heart with a calmer and 

more abiding faith that justice and reconciliation are in far more capable hands than 

mine. 

The promise of 1 Samuel 2:8 will come about, but it will happen in the Lord's time. For 

those of you fond of wordplay, you might think of it as the “arc” of the covenant. If you 

consider the mission statement of St. Paul’s, our role and that of our children, 

grandchildren, and generations to come, is not so much to bend the bow of justice, but 

to do our best not to thwart the power of the Lord to fulfill the promise of 1 Samuel. Not 

that we could. 

Lord, we believe that God is healing and restoring the world and that we are recipients and 

participants in that healing and restoration. May your love give us the strength, courage, 

wisdom, and compassion to live into our faith. Amen.  

-Michael Boss 

  



DECEMBER 9 

 

He will guard the feet of his faithful ones, but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness; for not by 
might does one prevail. – 1 Samuel 2:9 

I was betrayed by a friend. It happened years ago. The details aren’t important, but I 

was betrayed and left for dead. Darkness surrounded me on all sides; there was no light 

to be seen or perceived. It was such despair that the platitudes of God always being 

there – footprints in the sand – God being on the side of the righteous – none of that 

mattered.  

None of that “God is there even when you don’t see him” would be true for me until I 

reached the end of that part of my journey. It wasn’t until I had hit the other shore that I 

could look back and see that God, indeed, had been there. But if you had told me that in 

the midst of my grief, the midst of my travail, I would have made some unsavory 

suggestions of what you could do with your platitudes and good cheer. Despair 

frightens all of us, with good reason, but we should not sugar-coat it, hide it, or deny it. 

It is a critical part of the human experience – the detritus out of which the real presence 

of Christ can grow. 

It isn’t until one is past the night that one can see the dawn begin to break. I kept the 

faith, not because I had any, but because God kept it for me. That allows the prayer of 

Hannah to become the prayer of my heart. 

God, you guard the feet of your faithful ones. Even if we don’t feel it or believe it, you guard us 

all because of your great love. When our lives grow dark, be there with us. We do not need the 

light as long as we are held in your warm, strong embrace. Let us not worry about prevailing, 

but about staying deep within your soft hands! Amen. 

-Keith Axberg 

 

 

DECEMBER 10 

 

The Lord! His adversaries shall be shattered; the Most High will thunder in heaven. The Lord 
will judge the ends of the earth; he will give strength to his king, and exalt the power of his 
anointed. – 1 Samuel 2:10 

The word that comes to mind when I see this passage is “braggadocio”. Also, the name 

of a font found in Microsoft Word, it means "empty boasting, arrogant pretension: 



cockiness" according to the Merriam-Webster website. My mental picture of this word 

is a combination of the song "We Will Rock You" by Queen, an MMA fighter trash-

talking their opponent, and the yelp Tim Taylor makes in the TV show "Home 

Improvement". I mean, Hannah sings about the Lord's adversaries being "shattered"—

that is not a mild statement!  

In the context of the rest of Hannah’s song, however, it works well. Much like today, 

she was perceived to be weak as a woman, and there were political powers at play 

where she lived that threatened her and her people. Israel had judges, but they would 

frequently stray from the path dictated by the Ten Commandments and the 613 laws in 

Leviticus, resulting in the Lord sending some foreign nation to rule over them for a bit 

to punish them. At any moment, some massive foreign power could come in and rule 

over them again. I mean, the last verse in the book of Judges talks about how "in those 

days there was no king in Israel" and "all the people [doing] what was right in their own 

eyes." (Judges 21:25, NRSV) There is about to be a takeover, and Israel might not come 

out on top in this one. The belief that the Lord was going to “shatter” the adversaries 

would be incredibly comforting because it meant that the Lord was in control and 

everything was going to work out in the end. 

Is our world that much different today? Are we living in a situation where we feel like 

we are being ruled by enemy forces in the form of the other political party? What side is 

the Lord on, anyway? We need to take heart that the Lord has a plan for all of this and 

what is right will triumph in the end. 

This is my Father’s world; 

Why should my heart be sad? 

The Lord is king, let the heavens ring; 

God reigns, let the earth be glad! 

Lutheran Book of Worship #554 

-Jen McCabe 

 

 

DECEMBER 11 

 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a 
virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was 
Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” – Luke 
1:26-28 



We are jumping from the Old Testament to the Gospel of Luke in the New Testament 
now. In the previous 25 verses, the birth of John the Baptist has been foretold, John’s 
father Zechariah has been struck mute for not believing the angel telling him about the 
impending birth of his son, and John’s mother Elizabeth has conceived him, taking 
away the disgrace she had endured among her community for being barren.  

Are you feeling caught up now? Good! Moving on… 

An angel comes to an unmarried teenage girl in Nazareth who is engaged to a much 
older man. It is probably a good thing that the angel's first words to her are that she is 
favored and that the Lord is with her because I cannot imagine the terror she would be 
feeling at a heavenly visitor suddenly appearing to her. The message he (the angel) is 
bringing is one that could potentially threaten her life or undo the marriage 
arrangement that was supposed to be happening because it was a huge stain on the 
family if a woman was found to be pregnant out of wedlock. 

Ignoring the societal realities at play here, we are about to receive some amazing news: 
God is coming to dwell with us! God is putting on skin (paraphrasing the words of the 
Lutheran pastor, author, and speaker Nadia Bolz-Weber) and coming to live with us! 
The amazing part? God isn't just descending on earth with a huge light show and a 
massive choir of angels visible everywhere. Instead, God is coming in the womb of a 
teenage girl in the backwaters of some obscure Roman territory. What does it say about 
God that the "favored one" is someone who has some of the least power on earth? 

Thank you, God, for turning the expected order of things on its head and sending Jesus to come 
to one without status or prestige. Amen. 

-Jen McCabe 

 

 

DECEMBER 12 (FEAST OF OUR LADY OF GUADALUPE) 

 

But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The 
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you 
will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.” – Luke 1:29-31 

The story sits on the margin between history and legend, persistent in its ability to tell a story 

greater than itself. It is 1531, ten years after the fall of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital. The 

Spaniards ruled, and the Indians were exiles in their own land. 

On December 9th, Juan Diego, an Indian man, was on his way to Mass at dawn. He was met by 

the hill of Tepeyac by the Virgin Mary, who appeared to him as brown like he, and spoke to 

him in his own tongue, not Spanish. She asked him to tell the Bishop to build a church in her 



honor on the place. Who was Juan Diego to make such a request of the Spanish Bishop? But she 

had chosen him, and he went three times at her bidding. On the final visit, he took with him the 

sign she had provided, roses of Castile. When he opened his tilma or serape, in which he had 

wrapped them, the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe was emblazoned on it. The miracle cut the 

Spanish bishop to the heart, and the next day the Indian man took the Spanish bishop to the 

place, where a church building was commissioned. 

As Episcopalians, what do we do with a story like this? We can read it as an Advent story.  

During this time, we read a lot of prophecies of God's advent in our world, which turns the 

social order right-side-up, changes the course of human history, and gives birth to a new thing: 

a remade humanity. Similarly, into the darkness of the world of the conquered, God sends a 

heavenly emissary, the Mother of God, to give a downtrodden man power enough to change 

the course of Latin-American history. The powerful listens to the powerless, and a new thing is 

born: a Christianity native to this land. 

God of liberation, give us grace to do justice. Amen. 

-Fr. Paul Moore 

 

 

DECEMBER 13 

 

“He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him 
the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his 
kingdom there will be no end.”– Luke 1:32-33 

What a promise! Think of being Mary and hearing this promise from God!  

He will be great - an encouraging promise for Mary.  

 He will be called the Son of the Most High - more hopeful, reference to God.  

The Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David - Wow!   

He will reign over the house of Jacob forever - Better & better!   

And of his kingdom there will be no end - His kingdom will last forever!   

Can you imagine what Mary might have thought?  Or what she believed?  The angel's 

message was unbelievable, except that it obviously had to come from God. And, so, 

Mary believed it.  



Have you ever heard an unbelievable message from God? Stay tuned—God still 

delivers seemingly-unbelievable messages,  sometimes from an angel, sometimes in a 

dream, sometimes from another person. Stay tuned for God's messages to you.  

Dear God, help us to stay open to your messages to each of us, so that we will believe and act on 

your plans for us. Help us to listen! Amen. 

-Barb Cheyney 

 

 

DECEMBER 14 

 

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy 
Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the 
child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God." – Luke 1:34-35 

Of all the miracles ascribed to Jesus throughout the New Testament, the most 

miraculous to me is still his fulfillment of the prophecy that a Hebrew Messiah would 

be born of a virgin. My disbelief of miracles such as this was one of the main reasons 

that for decades of my life I steadfastly refused to identify as "Christian" — and why I 

used to envy the "faith of my fathers." Going back a millennium or so ago, it seems as 

though reconciling empirical knowledge with the miracles described throughout the 

Bible would have been less of a stretch to one’s credulity. Or so I thought. As it was, 

belief in the “magical thinking” of the Bible created a litmus test that I simply couldn’t 

pass — and out of respect for the Christian faith, I couldn’t sign on with a sense of 

integrity. 

My absolutism changed in a moment of epiphany during the most unlikely of 

circumstances. Carol and I were at a dinner theater performance with some 

congregation members of All Saints Episcopal Church in Boise, where I had tentatively 

begun dipping my toes in its liturgical waters. At some point in the dinner 

conversation, the topic turned to the Immaculate Conception, and I was shocked to hear 

a respected and long-standing member of All Saints state, very matter-of-factly, that 

he'd never believed in that particular miracle. "Excuse me," I remember asking, "but 

isn't that kind of a de rigor article of faith?" While I don't remember his reply, I do 

remember coming away thinking that the particulars of Christ's birth ultimately don't 

enhance or detract from what really matters most to me today as a professed Christian: 

the relevance and power of the Gospel Message, and Jesus Christ as the Word Made 

Flesh…however conceived. 



These days, even as we are dazzled by the pace of scientific discovery, I find myself less 

pushed around by the need to reconcile the miraculous and the scientific. Quite the 

contrary: that duality itself seems more suspect to me these days than belief in miracles. 

In fact, the more we learn about the origins of the universe, the more susceptible we 

should be to the miraculous, and the more our faith should reflect the words of Paul:  

“For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in 

part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.” 

Lord, you give us solace in our faith. Thank you for sending your Son among us to teach us your 

will and may the power of the Holy Spirit dwell in us as it did in Mary. Amen. 

-Michael Boss 

 

 

DECEMBER 15 

 

And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth 
month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” – Luke 
1:36-37 

As I read this passage, I realized that Elizabeth and I had a lot in common. 

We were both “old” when we conceived our babies. Old is a relative term, for Elizabeth, 

old may have been past her teens, for myself I was thirty-six and medically passing by 

my prime fertility window. I believe her culture may have pitied her, no children to 

help the family, take care of you when you are old and carry on the family genes so I 

can imagine her great delight in finding herself with child. “She said, 'This is what the 

Lord has done for me when he looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I 

have endured among my people.” For myself, I spent nine years without any birth 

control, painful, embarrassing, expensive medical procedures and tests with no viable 

pregnancies while watching my two brothers, sister and more than a dozen friends start 

or add to their families. I was miserable. angry and hard to live with.  

I had a major meltdown in August 1984, one of many but this one was a doozy. Dennis 

and I had to euthanize our nine year old beloved cat Sam because of advanced cancer, I 

had what I thought was a nasty flu bug, I had blood drawn for the hundredth time for a 

pregnancy test and I finally hit rock bottom with my emotions and went behind our 

garage to have a major screaming fit at God. Ok, maybe I felt this was the way to get his 

attention. All these years, my feeble attempts praying to God for a baby hadn’t work. 

He wasn’t listening to me. He didn’t care. 



Feeling very strange and tired, I went back inside my house and at 4:00 pm that 

afternoon, my doctor’s office called and Karen, his ARNP said: "you're not going to 

believe this, you're pregnant". The call was life-changing, first, a case of the soft warm 

fuzzies, an uneventful pregnancy, a healthy baby boy and I sort of forgot about God. 

Life was busy, a baby, working full time and time just slipped by. 

Then Dennis and I had a serious conversation about going back to church and baptizing 

our child and when Bayard was two years old, we joined St. Paul’s in Mount Vernon. 

On Easter Sunday, March 30th, 1986, our son was baptized. 

This is how Dennis and I started our religious journeys. Dennis eventually joined the 

Order of Deacons, and I became a Eucharistic Minister and Visitor.  With God’s help, all 

things are possible. Thanks be to God! 

Thank you, dear Lord, for working in seemingly impossible situations for our good and for your 

purposes. Amen. 

-Mary Ann Taylor 

 

 

DECEMBER 16 

 

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” 
Then the angel departed from her. – Luke 1:38 

My cohort online is mostly Catholic and female, so I have heard all about this verse, 

Mary’s fiat, in which she says a resounding “yes!” to God’s plan and her part in the 

incarnation. It was weird to me as a Protestant originally, but I soon developed a bond 

with Mary. 

My bond with her began in December 2008 when I was pregnant with Daniel. I was 

living on the Montana Hi-Line at the time, and we were in the midst of a spell of 

temperatures around -20º F in the day time and -40º F with windchill at night. The cold 

caused my joints to ache, and I was driving to work one day, complaining to God about 

the cold and pain when God smacked me upside the head with a holy clue-by-four. The 

picture of Mary on a donkey, 9 months pregnant, came to mind, and I started getting a 

small understanding of the magnitude of what Mary was asked to do. My car would 

warm up eventually. The bitterness of the cold night in Israel would remain with her. 

With every twist and turn of my life with Daniel, this image of Mary saying “yes” has 

come to me. When Daniel was born prematurely and I almost died, I thought of Mary. 



When he almost died at age 2 from RSV and I was in the pediatric intensive care unit 

taking care of him, the image of the pieta, Mary holding Jesus’ body when he was taken 

down from the cross, came to me. Mary said “yes” not fully knowing that she would 

watch her son be an outcast in some places, cause struggle within the power structure, 

and ultimately be tortured and killed in one of the most gruesome manners imaginable. 

I said “yes” not knowing that I would have a child who challenged me daily and who 

would give me some serious scares in terms of his health. Her faith and confidence in 

God’s plan are what helps me to say “yes” daily, even when I want to give up at times. 

Lord, thank you for the example of Mary and her faith in your plan. Help me to continue saying 

“yes” to your plan, even when it scares me. Amen. 

-Jen McCabe 

 

 

DECEMBER 17 

 

In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, where she 
entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the 
child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a 
loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has 
this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound of 
your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that there 
would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” – Luke 1:39-45 

Christmas Eve, 1974 

St. John’s Episcopal Church, Huntington, L.I., N.Y. 

The candlelit sanctuary was silent as night as I walked to the center of the altar robed in 

blue. I was escorted by Richard Ohlenberg, Joseph to my Mary. We were surrounded by 

angels and shepherds and wise men as we took our place in the age-old pantomime of 

the living crèche. Baby Sam Swisher was my Jesus, and as I took him in my arms, I rose 

and began to sing in a trembling soprano: My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 

in God my Savior. 

It was a moment in and out of time: in time, that I was a senior in high school applying 

to elite women’s colleges with a long-time boyfriend and plans for a future; and out of 

time, that I was touched by grace, chosen to represent the Mother of God, Mary-in-

absentia singing alone.  



I cannot begin to know what Mary felt, at 15, to hear the words that she was to become 

the mother of the Christ Child. But now, all these decades later, as a mother and 

grandmother, it is no less terrifying/thrilling remembering when I was first told that I 

was with child (or when my daughters broke the news to me that they were expecting). 

My very soul singing! To bring into this world a helpless baby to love, nurture, train, 

and discipline to then—after all those hours and days and weeks and years (and 

skinned knees and tuna fish sandwiches and help with homework and drying tears)—

to send them out into the world without us is life’s greatest joy and sorrow.  

But Mary bore the greatest joy and the greatest sorrow of all. I am humbled to have had 

her voice for one brief moment, that moment of moments, when she declares her joy to 

all the world. 

I pray that I am able to raise my voice in tandem with Mary’s, for as long as I draw 

breath. 

Help me, Lord, to magnify you daily in my words and actions. Amen. 

-Ashley Sweeney 

 

 

DECEMBER 18 

 

And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior..." – 
Luke 1:46-47 

One evening when I was visiting someone in the hospital, I came into contact with an 

elderly lady who proceeded to share her wondrous joy at the safe delivery of her new 

great-grandson. It was a difficult birth with the cord wrapped around his neck. The first 

few hours of his life were full of struggles, but he has brought immense joy and 

gratitude to all around him. 

I think that was what Mary could see in Luke 1:46-47, that with God as her savior, her 

human spirit—her very essence—could glorify the Lord. As Christmas draws near with 

only a few days left to go, we can look back on 2019 with all the heartache, worry, 

sorrow, ups/downs, lefts/rights, zigs and zags, and we can put it all into the hands of 

God our savior and allow him to give us a new beginning with the birth of his son, 

Jesus Christ. Let Jesus come and absolve all that hurts and accept the hope we have that 

for each trial as there is a peace that we can only know by trusting in God. So, let our 



souls extol with praises and acknowledge all the greatness God has done and all that is 

yet to come in our lives. 

Christmas is a week away… are you excited?? He is coming! 

O God from the depths of our inner person do we give you glory for all you have done. Give my 

soul peace in the throes of a trial to know that I can magnify and rejoice in your greatness. In 

Jesus’ name. Amen. 

-Natalee Raymond 

 

 

DECEMBER 19 

 

“… for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his 
name.” – Luke 1:48-49 

Luke tells us so much in these few words about Mary, a very young teenage woman. 
Fear, doubt, and vulnerability are balanced with courage, faith, and strength. This Mary 
is so different from the assumptions and stereotypes we know of her. Mary could have 
kept God's revelation a secret. Instead, she chooses not to go it alone and seeks out 
community, the community of her cousin Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth is quick to see that Mary’s favored-ness has nothing to do with wealth or 
easiness of life. Her blessing is connected to her trust in God, in her willingness to 
surrender to the will of God, to believe God’s promises and trust that God will sustain 
her through whatever happens. She will not be alone. God is faithful. 

These two verses are Mary’s response to Elizabeth’s blessing, something that she so 

needed and would remember all of her life. 

In community, we have the gift of glimpsing God among us, within us. In community, 

our shared fears, doubts and vulnerabilities draw out our courage, faith, and strength. 

In community we receive the blessing that sustains us, reminds us that God is faithful, 

renews our trust in God and empowers us to be far more than we can imagine. Like 

Mary, we are God bearers, God magnifiers, the body of Christ. 

Think of a time in your life when the gift of community was just what you needed. I 

remember how important community was for me when I was first thinking about 

ordination. There were times when I truly feared pursuing it and doubted my gifts. At 

such times one of three women would somehow find me and over a walk or coffee and 



their loving listening, courage and faith would take over and I would leave their 

presence wanting to sing and dance, blessed by their trust in God and their 

embodiment of love. So grateful! 

Community. Communion. The indwelling of God…The breaking and sharing of 

bread…The gifts of incarnation…  “…for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 

and holy is his name.” 

Gracious one, in whom we live, and move and have our being, we give you thanks for the gifts of 

community and blessing. Bless our journey inward this Advent season for it is only out of the 

prayerful place of solitude and introspection that we can hope for community and ministry. Give 

us courage, faith, and strength for our journey. May our lives truly magnify your holy Name. 

Amen. 

-Vicki Wesen 

 

 

DECEMBER 20 

 

His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. – Luke 1:50 

It seems to me that mercy is at the heart of the Gospel. In mercy, the shepherd goes 

looking for the lost sheep. In mercy, the father scans the horizon, looking for the return 

of his long-lost runaway child. In mercy, Jesus heals men and women of their various 

ills. In mercy, Jesus shares truth with a Samaritan woman at the well. In mercy, Jesus 

sets a child on his very own lap and suggests we be more like that child than like 

ourselves! Scandalous, eh? 

As I survey the scriptures ever so briefly, reading and hearing the many stories of Jesus 

and his mercy, I find myself bewildered at the complete lack of charity amongst so 

many of them that (or those who) claim to follow him. 

It seems to me that Advent invites us to ponder the mystery of mercy. God is not 

merciful because we deserve it; I’m not even sure we need mercy, most of the time. 

We’re generally fairly decent to one another; faithful in church, home, work, and school. 

We’re honest in our dealings with one another; keep our acid tongues in check; grin and 

bear life as best we can. So why is God merciful?  

Because it is God’s nature to extend mercy to all those who are perfectly imperfect. It is 

the mercy of God that allows us to “fear” God. Not with knee-shaking fear, but humble 

adoration. And being the recipients of God’s loving mercy, we take time to extend a 



merciful hand to the world around us, for our world, too, is desperate to be held in the 

strong, loving, and merciful arms of God. 

God, have mercy on us, sinners of your own redeeming. Forgive us our shortcomings during this 

season of cold and dark days and help us to see your mercy in action during this Advent season, 

for that is the mercy we and this world of yours so desperately need! Amen. 

-Keith Axberg 

 

 

DECEMBER 21 

 

He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. – 
Luke 1:51 

When I read this passage, I immediately think of our society today.  I picture God's 

mighty arm sweeping away all of the proud, rich and powerful, leaving room for those 

who have little or nothing to be restored to health and well-being. God will be faithful 

in doing this, but we must take part in it. It is good to pray for God's help, but we must 

also act. As we say in our Mission Statement, "…we are recipients of and participants in 

that healing and restoration." What are we, as individuals and as a community, doing to 

bring this about? 

Lord, help us to be part of making your world a good place for all to live to your glory. 

-Penny Worrell 

 

 

DECEMBER 22 

 

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly… – Luke 1:52 

One of the blessings of my work with the TRIO program is getting to know some of the 

most amazing people I have ever met. Many of my students speak two or more 

languages with varying levels of fluency, and they have accomplished so much more in 

their lifetimes than I ever will. Many came to the US as children and had to navigate the 

educational system in a language that was unfamiliar to them. Others had to leave 

school to work and support their families, so some of them are getting their GED or 



high school diplomas in their fourth decade of life. The difficulty of this is not lost on 

me, so I make it a habit to keep star stickers in my bullet journal to hand out to reinforce 

their successes in tutoring. If they do well on a test, they get a high-five from me and I 

take them into my boss's office to brag about them to her. One student in particular just 

got recruited for the Bachelor of Applied Science in Applied Management program at 

Skagit, a new two-year degree program for students who already have an Associate 

degree, and I could not be prouder of her than I am right now. 

I compare them to those in leadership positions and privileged circumstances, and it 

angers me that they are considered successful in our upside-down world. They were 

sent to the best schools that money could buy, and many of them inherited successful 

companies from their parents. Their successes have largely been at the hands of other 

people, and some have engaged in dishonest and predatory business practices to 

succeed, resulting in lawsuits, fines, and criminal charges.  

However, everything they have could be taken away from them at any time. They have 

no foundation to stand upon because all of their gains are dependent on the work of 

others. My students, on the other hand, will prosper because they have put in the work 

necessary to build a solid foundation. They know what it is to work for one’s living, and 

they have shown that they can overcome adversity. They will prosper in life in ways 

that benefit the kingdom of God. 

God, thank you for the example of those who have faced true adversity and overcome it. Help us 

to learn from their example. Bless their work for your kingdom and help us to be good co-workers 

for them. Amen. 

-Jen McCabe 

 

 

DECEMBER 23 

 

…he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. – Luke 1:53 

One look at my calendar for the next month and it’s any wonder I’ll have time to sleep: 

assorted birthday and holiday parties, medical appointments, watching twin 

granddaughters for four days, multiple meetings, caring for my elderly mother, church 

responsibilities, and a looming deadline on my new manuscript. Oh, yeah, and 

Christmas. It seems more like the hurry season than the quiet, spirit-filled waiting 

season of Advent.  



This passage from Luke seems to be more about our spiritual lives than anything 

having to do with physical hunger or riches. I don’t know about you, but when I enter a 

sanctuary—like I did this fall, visiting no less than fifty Italian churches and cathedrals 

and basilicas—I have an immediate and complete sense of calm, of wonder, of awe. It is 

as if an invisible cloud envelops me and my sense of time is dulled. I am in the very 

presence of the Lord, open to His leading (this phenomenon can also happen at the 

seashore or in the deep woods, high atop a mountain or, yes, even wandering in the 

desert. It is the feeling of being on holy ground). 

When I am fully aware of being in God’s presence, I am open and ready for all the 

blessings He bestows. He fills me with so many “good things,” too many to count. But if 

I’m too busy to acknowledge His presence, I come up empty, every time. 

I will try to remember my own advice the next time I’m in the aisles at Safeway or 

waiting at a red light on Burlington Boulevard. Every moment of every day we are in 

God’s presence, and He meets us where we are, ready to fill souls hungry for His Word 

and His Love. It is when we ignore Him that we are like the rich man sent empty away. 

It is up to us to be open to the Lord’s abundant grace. He is always there. 

Thank you for being present in our lives, even when we seem too busy to realize it. Amen. 

-Ashley Sweeney 

 

 

DECEMBER 24 

 

“He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he 
made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” – Luke 1:54-55 

The Bible is the book that tells the story of God’s faithfulness and mercy to His people 

who did not always follow God as they were instructed. We all remember the story of 

God coming to Abraham and telling him that he would have a son when his wife Sarah 

was barren. 

“I will establish My covenant as an everlasting covenant between Me and you and your 

descendants after you, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you.” 

-Genesis 17:7 

We remember the stories of the crossing of the Red Sea, the wandering of the Israelites 

in the desert for forty years where they whined about the manna, worshipped the 

golden calf and wanted to go back to Egypt because they remembered “the good old 



days”. But God was faithful and merciful and kept the covenant He had made with 

Abraham and his descendants despite the unfaithfulness of the Israelites. 

This season of Advent, we focus on God’s gift of His Son Jesus who was born in a 

manager and became man to fulfill God’s plan. He died for us so that we can have both 

an abundant and eternal life.   

As Mary magnifies the Lord in this passage for fulfilling his promises, so I truly feel 

overwhelmed when I think how God has worked in my life. Like the Israelites, I have 

wandered off, done my own thing, but He has always been faithful and forgiving to me. 

Many a time I have reached out to God when life has been unbearable AND every time, 

He has provided a way out. My desire is to live a life that magnifies God in everything I 

do, making a difference in my community. 

Dear Lord, help me to magnify your Holy Name in everything I do. Thank you for you for 

faithfulness and mercy, shown to me every day. 

-Marilyn Allen 

 

 

DECEMBER 25 

 

So [the shepherds] went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the 
manger. When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all 
who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. But Mary treasured all these words 
and pondered them in her heart. – Luke 2:16-19 

 

“Oh, but you didn’t have to!”  How many times has a gift I gave been greeted by those 

words! And my standard reply is not really very standard: “If I had to it wouldn’t have 

been a gift.” I know I miss the point. They mean to express unexpected joy and 

gratitude. (I’m hiding my dumb luck at having stumbled on just the right gift.) In 

another sense, I don’t miss the point.  Gifts are given freely or not at all. 

We’ve been reading all Advent long about two parallel songs of women whose 

sentiment toward God is similar. Hannah, childless until she conceives Samuel, the last 

and greatest of the judges of the Old Testament, bursts forth in song at the gift of what 

didn’t have to be. Mary, chosen by God to be the Mother of God, when it could have 

been most anyone else, bursts into song. The fact of the gift (rather than nothing) and 



the fittingness of the gift (when it could have been otherwise) give rise to unexpected 

joy and gratitude. 

And perhaps it goes deeper still. There is wonder; wonder at a gift freely given, and 

therefore truly a gift, and exactly fitting, for it was precisely what we most needed. I 

wonder when I think that God actually takes the cosmic risk of giving people the 

freedom to reject their own Source so that any relationship between them and the 

Source could be freely given and received. If I were more capable, a song would be 

fitting. And there is more. I wonder that God would hide divinity in a human face so 

we would understand. I wonder that God would hide in our faces as we face one 

another. 

It just didn’t have to be that way—and yet it is. 

(As a prayer, imagine yourself in a place that inspires wonder and ponder the gift God didn’t 

have to give.) 

-Fr. Paul Moore 
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