
Worship 1: exploring the Magnificat

Introduction

This is the first of five sermons exploring the subject of our worship of God. This first one is based on Mary’s song of worship known as the Magnificat (Latin for magnify) to be found in Luke 2:46-55. It is Mary’s response to the visit by the archangel Gabriel telling her that God had chosen her to be the mother of Jesus. Her ‘magnificent’ response comes in three waves of thanksgiving, wonder and obedience. Let’s look at each in turn.

Thanksgiving the starting point

Mary begins with personal thanks to God – ‘My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant’ (vvs 46-48). In view of Gabriel’s visit and astonishing message this is hardly surprising. As we are told elsewhere, Mary ‘pondered these things in her heart’. 

So too for us, our preparation for worship needs to involve us in pondering our experience of life and the ways in which we are aware of God’s action in our lives. When we come to church we need not only to bring our collection but our recollections. As the old song put it, we need to count our blessings and name them one by one. 

Not, course, that we – or Mary – experience an Annunciation every week. Indeed sometimes we come to worship more aware of God’s seeming absence or simply of the struggles we face and our own human frailty. Yet these also can become our offerings of worship, as the hymn puts it:

Low at His feet lay thy burden of carefulness:

High on His heart he will bear it for thee,

Comfort they sorrows and answer thy prayerfulness,

Guiding thy steps as may best for the be.

Fear not to enter His courts in the slenderness

Of the poor wealth thou wouldst reckon as thine:

Truth in its beauty, and love in its tenderness,

These are the offerings to lay on His shrine.

Not that Mary’s song is limited to her own experience. Much of what she offers in praise is not out of her immediate encounter with Gabriel but, rather, reflection on God’s dealings with his people: ‘He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendents for ever, even as he said to our fathers.’(vvs 54-55)

So one important lesson from Mary is to come to worship prepared. As someone has said ‘the unexamined life not worth living’. Rather, like Mary we are to ponder these things in our hearts. Maybe we need to renew the old tradition of making time every Saturday to prepare our selves for thoughtful and reflected worship on the next day.

Exploring God - the true focus of worship

As I said in a previous sermon, the real question after a service is not ‘did you enjoy yourself’ or even ‘did you enjoy the worship’, but did you enjoy God in the sense ‘of were you enjoined to, connect to, God in this act of worship?’

Mary shows us that the heart of worship is wonder at God’s nature actions. Her list of them pours out in this hymn of wonder and worship…

· He has mercy on those who fear him
v.4

· He has shown strength with his arm
v.5

· He has cast down the mighty
v.6

· He has filled the hungry with good things
v.7

· He has come to the help of Israel
v.8

· He has remembered his promise of mercy
v.8

So too for us. This is the heart and purpose of worship; to pay loving attention to God. As with Mary, that wonder comes not just from our recent personal experience of God, but rather is fuelled from great source of ancient scriptures and the spiritual heritage, history and liturgy of the children of Israel. 

One way we can draw on our heritage is to take home the Readings sheet each week and pray the Collect, and read and reflect on the scriptures through week, a bit at a time, each day of the week.

The fruit of worship – being caught up in purposes of God

Mary’s worship arises from a breath-taking call to be part of God’s redeeming work, by being the mother of Christ. That is where her worship began, but by the end she has been taken out of her world into God’s greater purposes. She sees that what is happening to her is connected to God’s greater purpose of acting on his promise of mercy and his promise to Abraham that he will be the Father of many nations – not just one: ‘His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation’ (v. 50)

So it is, that worship is intended to lead us to the point where we not only know and love God, but where we see our joys and struggles, our hopes and fears, our limitations and opportunities in the light of God’s purposes and discover how God is calling us, wherever we are at, to let our lives be caught up in God’s purposes in the world around us.

That truth is delightfully expressed by Bishop Michael Marshall who regularly, at the end of the Eucharist, will say:  the worship is over, let the service begin. God grant that we may have wisdom and courage to worship and to live like that.







