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How many of us flip to the last chapter of the book to see what happens in the end?  Today we anxiously want to get to the baby in the manger…we all know what happens at the end of this day.  As a child, I remember Christmas Eve being the longest day of the year.  It can be painful for a child to wait until the evening for the family dinner, present swapping, evening services. Tonight we will celebrate a Baby born in Bethlehem lying in a feedbox, a manger, and oh, how we do love baby Jesus.
Someone who loves baby Jesus is Ricky Bobby of the Talladega Nights fame – a summer movie, some of which was filmed at Lowe’s Motor Speedway. Ricky Bobby played by Will Ferrell is a NASCAR winner whose main sponsor is Wonderbread.  It is implied that if he says his prayers just right, God will bless Ricky Bobby with a win – success.  So in one scene he prays at the dinner table thanking God for his success among other things.  The prayer goes like this:

“Dear Lord baby Jesus, we thank you so much for this bountiful harvest of Dominoes, KFC, and the always delicious Taco Bell.”

He continues on thanking “tiny baby Jesus” for his strikingly handsome sons, Walker and Texas Ranger, along with his wife, Carly, whom he refers to as a stone, cold fox.  At the end Carly, in a moment of depth, says, “You know Jesus did grow up.  It is a bit odd and off-putting to pray to a baby in the cradle.”
Ricky retorts that he likes the Christmas baby and when she says grace she can pray to the grown-up Jesus, teenage Jesus, or the bearded Jesus.

Who does not love tiny Baby Jesus?

We all know how things turned out, how the Christmas story ends, but we lose something by not reading the story all the way through.  It is like turning and reading the last chapter of the book or DVD without knowing the whole story. That, my friends, is the blessing of Advent – a time of preparation to receive this Child, this Savior.  This 4th Sunday in Advent we catch a glimpse of the preparations that took place leading up to Jesus’ birth tonight.
Let’s rewind a few months to a rural village into the home of Elizabeth and Zechariah.  A peasant girl named Mary has gotten news that she will bear a child that will be a Savior to the Nations.  Since such a message is off-putting, she decides to visit her cousin, Elizabeth – perhaps the only one who will understand. 

Up until this point there has been utter silence about these things. Angels have been speaking crazy things to Zechariah, saying that Elizabeth, although she is aged will give birth to a son, whom will be named John, and because he did not believe it at first, Zechariah becomes mute.  Then Mary gets a visit from another angel, Gabriel, who tells her, a virgin, that she will bear a son.  This child will be great and will sit on the throne of David, but his kingdom will last forever.  And Mary, the servant girl from a poor family, does not appear to tell anyone – not even Joseph, her fiancé.
No wonder Mary flees with haste to her cousin Elizabeth – who else will believe the impossible except for another for whom the impossible is made real.  And what happens next is even stranger. The two women break out into singing and prophesying.  They have held it in long enough!  They have to break silence and tell of what has happened.
An older woman who has waited for all her years to bear a child will and a poor servant girl will give birth to a Savior, a king.  This is messy stuff – only made possible with the power of the Holy Spirit.  We tend to forget that God is here working through the Holy Spirit and Angels and all sorts of mysterious things are happening.  These women, chosen by God, in all its messiness are above all, “Blessed”.

When life gets messy how many of us can break out into song and claim the blessedness of what God is doing?  Mary sings a song that has been celebrated for centuries in art, music, and in worship.  Her song is known as the Magnificat.  She magnifies or praises God for God has looked with favor upon her.  
But is this a song we can sing with Mary?  She is a poor, unmarried, servant girl, and God’s message is Good news to whom?  
People like her.  Isaiah says, “God has scattered the proud…brought down the powerful from the throne…lifted up the lowly…filled the hungry with good things…sent the rich away empty.”
YIKES!  I don’t know if I can sing Mary’s song.  What if we took that song down to the mall or to the corridors of power and wealth?  I’ve heard lots of singing about Frosty the snowman, chestnuts roasting over an open fire, and white Christmas, but I don’t think I’ve heard Mary’s song on the radio these last 2 months of Christmas music craze. 
For many of us who sit at the top of world’s economic pyramid, over-fed and trying to lose weight, and driving cars which cost more than a home for 2/3 of the world’s people, we cannot hear Mary’s song even if she is singing it.  
By the world’s standards, I am so rich, comfortable and healthy that I can even fool myself into believing that I do not need God – a Savior.  I can trust in my investments, my grades, my success, my pension.  Mary’s song is hard to swallow.  It would never make it on popular radio stations.1
That is why Mary could only sing it in the safety of her cousin’s home among family.  She would be put away for such crazy things.  Her song would not be broadcast throughout the hills of Nazareth, but it continues to get sung in the hills of Appalachia, the barrios and ghettos, the Safe Passage Shelter for abused women and children, and along the coast of Louisiana and Mississippi.  
How can she keep from singing?  How can the poor and underprivileged of God’s world not SING?
It is a song longing to be sung by Palestinians yearning for a homeland, 

· By the addicted person and all those who live in their addiction with them

· By the couple who have tried to have children for a decade.

· By the invisible orphan children of Uganda who are recruited to kill, rape and plunder… who hide in the dark of night huddled together singing songs of comfort to one another. (www.invisiblechildren.org) 
Perhaps the best song on popular radio stations that capture the meaning of Mary’s Song is Mark Lowry’s Mary Did You Know? It is hauntingly beautiful and true.
Mary did you know that your baby boy would some day walk on water?

Mary did you know that your baby boy would save our sons and daughters?

Did you know that your baby boy has come to make you new?

This child that you've delivered, will soon deliver you.

Mary did you know that your baby boy would give sight to a blind man?

Mary did you know that your baby boy would calm a storm with his hand?

Did you know that your baby boy has walked where angels trod?

And when you kiss your little baby, you have kissed the face of God.

Oh Mary did you know---

The blind will see, the deaf will hear, the dead will live again.

The lame will leap, the dumb will speak the praises of the lamb.

Mary did you know that your baby boy is Lord of all creation?

Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day rule the nations?

Did you know that your baby boy is heaven's perfect Lamb?

This sleeping child you're holding is the great I AM.

Actually, she was the first to know.  That is why she cannot help but sing.

The Christmas message is for any Mary, or Zechariah or Tom or Keisha who needs to hear again that God is with us even in our messiness and will bring us home to blessedness when we will be able to sing again.

Donald Miller in his book Blue Like Jazz speaks of God climbing into our messiness and being present with us to grant us freedom and release.  He tells a true story of a Navy SEAL being sent by helicopter in to liberate some prisoners of war who had been taken captive.  When they stormed in to release the captive Americans, they found them huddled in the dark covering their eyes.  Saying we are Americans we are here to free you and take you home, the captives never looked up not knowing whether to believe them or not.  So finally the soldier removed all his weapons and climbed in beside them huddled in the dark so close he was touching them.  After a little while he whispered again, “We are Americans.  We are here to take you home. Will you follow us?”  They believed him because he had made himself vulnerable and climbed into their huddled mess and then could lead them home.  So close they could touch him…in the flesh…to save them.  Sounds familiar…
Mary’s song is a song of praise for the one promised to come as it says in Isaiah, 

The people who have walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined…

For unto us a child is born, a son is given to us:

Authority rests on his shoulders;

And he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

Christ climbs into our messy world to free us and take us home.

Mary sings because she is blessed to bear the Son of God into a world where there is violence, poverty, hunger, greed, and disease.  There is good news for the poor, the hurting, the broken. 
The ancient church and the Eastern Orthodox church have a name for Mary – theotokos.  She is a God-bearer…someone who brings God into the world to make God’s mercy, love, and peace real so that others might sing God’s praises. She is blessed because she can bear God into the world and help others praise God.  
On this Christmas perhaps we might be able to learn Mary’s song, to tune our voices to hers and the angels, to help bring Christmas into our world.  
It is as one poet preacher, Howard Thurman, wrote:

-- When the song of the angels is stilled, 
When the star in the sky is gone, 
When the kings and princes are home, 
When the shepherds are back with their flock, 
The Work of Christmas begins: To find the lost, 
To heal the broken, 
To feed the hungry, 
To release the prisoner, 
To rebuild the nations, 
To bring peace among brothers and sisters, 
To make music in the heart. 
Then indeed we shall be blessed!   Howard Thurman
The Good news is that God’s message comes from an unlikely source and through unlikely people.  God did not use the Governor, the High Priest, or the people of honor and stature, but used a teenage pregnant servant girl, her country cousin, a mute old priest, and a prophetically kicking baby with an average name – John.  Maybe God can use even us to share the message of Christmas.
The Manger is empty now. 
We come looking once again not to meet Jesus the man, the Messiah of Nazareth, the Lord of heaven and earth, but to meet the baby born in the Manger in order that we might be made new and begin again.  We all love Baby Jesus.
If we want to find him, maybe Mary is telling us to start looking in the barn out back, 
Or in the safe shelter, 

Or the AA meeting,

Or at the hospital,

Or the disaster work camp,

Or in the prison camp

Or anywhere that our God stoops down to find those hurting the most and then climbs in beside us to lead us home.
Concluding Prayer

Almighty God, as we turn our eyes towards Bethlehem, may we hear Mary singing a song of Salvation and may our hearts be tuned to hers.  In the name of the tiny baby Jesus, we pray. AMEN.
1see Kay, James.  Mary’s Song--- and Ours (Luke 1:39-55) from the Christian Century.  December 10, 1997.

