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He Gave so much, what can I give Him? 
(Isaiah 35:1-10, Luke 1:46-55) 

  

 If you were asked by someone who had never experienced the 
holiday season to come up with a word to describe it… one word might 
be festive, another meaningful, some might say hectic but I bet others 
would describe giving or the joy that comes from this season.   
 For all the things that make this season the way it is… one part 
about it is irreplaceable: the gift of the Son of God. In today’s Old 
Testament lesson, we hear of the Hebrew people’s anticipation of the 
gift, “say to those who have an anxious heart, be strong; fear not! Behold 
your God will come…” The expectation the people had was based upon 
the coming of the Lord. 
 As I mentioned two weeks ago, the Christian religion is based upon 
a love that we have received from God, the gift of Jesus Christ. This gift 
has been passed down to us from generations of the faithful who have 
also received the good news of great joy. Another word one might use to 
describe this time of year is, “traditions”. In a church many of our 
longest held ways of doing things can be described as traditional. 
 The irony behind most of our longest held traditions is that at one 
time they were an innovation. The process of how these things occur is 
quite simple, someone has an idea… the concept is given approval and 
the activity or new way of doing things is done. Then, when it comes 
time to do this for the second time, one asks: how did we do it before? 
Then once the action is repeated it becomes… a “tradition.”  
 One author described tradition as “the living faith of the dead… but 
distinguishes it (tradition) from traditionalism which is, the dead faith of 
the living.” He says it is traditionalism that gives tradition such a bad 
name. (Jaroslav Pelikan)  The tradition of singing “silent night” while 
holding a candle, is one that many churches put into practice on 
Christmas Eve, however not all churches are as intimate as ours so they 
simply stand where they are, no circle is made on the outside walls.  
 Having grown up in the church I knew the former tradition well, 
but it wasn’t until I became your pastor that on my first Christmas Eve… 
I learned the new way.  Yet, here’s the (now) humorous part, I didn’t 
know your tradition until after I hadn’t done it properly.  Once the late 
service ended more than one person found me to tell me what I had 
forgotten to do (which of course I was never asked to do in the first 
place)!  I can find humor in it now.   
 Maybe someone here knows how that tradition began?   



 

Copywrite 2019 
North Sewickley Presbyterian Church 

 

2 

             As I also mentioned two weeks ago we should allow ourselves to 
be surprised by the unexpected gifts that occur along the way. The 
“magnificat” as it has become known in Roman Catholic circles is given 
its name from the content of today’s gospel lesson.  

 The text is the Virgin Mary's response to Elizabeth's greeting, 
glorifying and thanking God for choosing her to bear His Son. Many 
Roman Catholic churches use a hymn written to its words in their 
Vespers, Evening Prayer, Liturgy of the Hours, and their daily prayers. 
Maybe you grew up singing this song? This is yet another Christian 
tradition, of which we should be respectful. 
 Another song that one is likely to hear this time of year is entitled 
“Mary did you know?” The author of this song is actually a Christian 
comedian Mark Lowry. The story goes that in 1984 Mark was asked to 
come up with music for a Christmas program in his Baptist Church.  Yet, 
it wasn’t until 1991 in which he connected with gospel songwriter 
Buddy Greene who came up with the now well-known tune, “Mary did 
you know, that your baby boy would one day walk on water? 
 The Gaither Vocal Band and singer Michael English were the first 
to perform it in 1992, since then it has been recorded by over 500 
artists, both secular and Christian. After it became a nation-wide hit, 
Lowry was humbled about the song by Bill Gaither’s wife Gloria who 
pointed out to him that the chorus is grammatically incorrect. Gaither 
suggested to Lowry, “It should be written, ‘Mary DO you know’?”  To 
which Mark promptly replied, “Well, my way sings a lot better.” ☺  
 The joking critique was short-lived, but the song has endured. 
What I find interesting is that for years, Lowry refused to sing his song, 
thinking it was beyond his ability. However, one night during a concert 
in Detroit, an audience member yelled out, “Mark –Sing ‘Mary Did You 
Know’!” Lowry kindly refused, “I don’t sing that,” to which the crowd 
responded with cheers and chants encouraging him to try. Lowry 
indulged the audience with an impromptu, acappella rendition. Since 
then, Lowry has sung it publicly many, many times. (Picture) 
 I like this song but I like the story of the shy singer even more. As 
a fellow Baritone I know the challenge of singing something that is more 
comfortably in a Tenor’s range, I still can’t do justice to “O Holy Night”! It 
wasn’t until Mark tried to sing his song that it became obvious how nice 
of a voice that this comedian really has.  
 Thank goodness for that audience member in Detroit, you see, this 
is often how traditions get started, unexpectedly.    
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 The Prophet Isaiah described the journey of God’s people who 
travel upon the way of holiness. The redeemed in the Lord are the ones 
God has called, the way is so clearly “marked” that it is hard to miss. The 
threat of personal injury or loss is not present. Isaiah saw, in a vision, 
the wondrous power of God bringing life where there is nothing and joy 
where there is hopelessness.  
 The desert was brought to bloom and the wilderness became a 
paradise. The result is great joy because the Lord can and will do such 
amazing things. The ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion 
with singing… this time of year is certainly filled with singing. Even fast 
food companies use carolers knocking on a door to get their message 
out, “howdy folks it’s dinner time…” 
 Yet, the act of the singing is not as significant as the content of 
what they’re singing about. Today’s first Advent hymn speaks of Jesus 
as, “king of king yet born of Mary, as of old on earth He stood, Lord of 
Lords, in human vesture, in the body and the blood, he will give to all the 
faithful his own self for heavenly food.” (Let all Mortal Flesh, verse two)      

 

 Last Wednesday we discussed the difference between an earthly 
and a heavenly kingdom. To be part of the kingdom of God does not 
mean that we wage war on a seen rival.  Our fight is not “against flesh 
and blood but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of 
evil in the heavenly places.” (Ephesians 6:12) 
  

 Christian Author Steven Hall put it this way in an imagined 
dialogue between God and Satan:  "The two stood facing each other. 
God robed in light, each thread glowing. Satan canopied in evil, the very 
fabric of his robe seeming to crawl.  Satan rose slowly off his haunches. 
Like a wary wolf, he walked a wide circle toward the desk until he stood 
before the Book of Life and read the word: Immanuel.  
 "Immanuel?" He muttered to himself. "God with us?" The hooded 
head turned squarely toward the face of the Father. "No, not even you 
would do that.  Not even you would go so far. The plan is bizarre! You 
don't know how dark I've made the Earth. It's putrid. It's evil. It's..."  
 "It's mine," proclaimed the King. "And I will reclaim what is 
mine." "Why?" Satan asked. "Why would you do this?" And God replied 
(in a deep yet soft voice). "Because I love them."  
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 For all the festive, meaningful and hectic moments we experience 
this time of year the coming of the Christ child is not just a history of 
how our religion came to begin it is the reason for this season.  We are 
to expect his return and his judgment, but the redemption we’re given is 
also to be expected. The sacrifice he shares is more than a seasonal gift.  
 The way in which the word was made flesh and dwelt among us (Jn 

1:14) is not just a children’s story passed down for sentimentality, it is 
the history of hope. The lives we have are not our own, the resources we 
enjoy have been given by someone else, the health, well-being, blessings 
of family, fortune and eternal life are all gifts.  
 Yet, here’s the other part of our reality, even the struggle to 
survive, the hardships, family conflicts and moments of personal loss 
has the potential to deepen our faith life.  The ways in which we face 
each obstacle and opportunity speak volumes about our appreciation 
for the gift of the life were given and how it works in a greater good for 
outcomes that we don’t even realize are taking place.   
  

 I apologize to those who know their dos/don’ts of liturgical 
planning as I chose a hymn to close today’s service, which is not an 
Advent hymn. Yet, the final verse of “In the Bleak Midwinter” seems to 
embody the same spirit that the Virgin Mary is revealing in the day’s 
gospel text.  The words of Rosssetti’s poem fit so well, “what can I give 
him, poor as I am? If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; if I were a 
wise man, I would do my part; yet what I can I give him: Give my heart.” 
 Mary’s magnificat (my soul magnifies the Lord) is as heart felt of a 
testimony as the Bible contains, and it is done even before she gives 
birth to Jesus!  The story of Mary is the story of a servant-minded 
maiden who allowed God to work through her in unparalleled ways. The 
life she grew within her would indeed become “the great I am.”               
 On this third Sunday in Advent the joy we are called to show is not 
limited to being ones who “jump for Jesus” but as those who give of 
themselves in ways that indicate a deep connection to the one who gave 
all there is to give of himself. When you give you do so knowing that 
sharing a little extra at this time of year isn’t just “a nice thing to do” it 
has its origins in the essence of why we gather each week to worship.  
He Gave so much, what can I give Him? 
  

 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 
          AMEN!      
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