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The politics of Mary
A sermon on Luke 1:5–56

Isaac Villegas

I’m waiting for the
book on the politics
of Mary, this young
woman who all of a
sudden finds herself
at the center of
God’s plan for the
transformation of all
things, the center of
God’s liberation, of
God’s revolution.

he Lord has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
and lifted up the lowly,” Mary sings. “God has filled the hungry
with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52).

There was a famous book, written in the 1970s, called The
Politics of Jesus. You may have read it. The book shows how Jesus
was a political figure, and how following Jesus has everything to
do with our politics. Discipleship is political. That was the argu-
ment. There have been more recent books, with titles like The

Politics of God and God’s Politics, all of them
explaining how life with God affects our
political involvement.1

I’m waiting for the book on the politics of
Mary, this peasant woman whom we hear
from today in our scriptures. She is a young
woman, living under occupation, eking out a
life in the midst of a violent empire, a mar-
ginal figure in her society, without power,
without status, without a voice, without a
future. This young woman who all of a
sudden finds herself at the center of God’s

plan for the world, the center of God’s transformation of all
things, the center of God’s liberation, of God’s revolution, of
God’s work of salvation. Her life is at the beginning of the gospel
story. She’s the one who ushers in the politics of Jesus. Mary
comes first.

“Here I am,” she says to the angel Gabriel, the messenger of
God. “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be done to me
according to your word” (Luke 1:38). In the Gospels, Mary is the
first to say yes to God, yes to God’s word, yes to Jesus. She’s the
one who welcomes God, who receives the Lord.2 She becomes a
priest, announcing God’s salvation and offering her body to make
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Mary’s the one who
welcomes God, who
receives the Lord.
She becomes a
priest, announcing
God’s salvation and
offering her body to
make God’s pres-
ence available to
the world. She offers
communion with
God.

God’s presence available to the world. She offers God. She offers
communion with God. She offers the sacrament of Christ, with
her body. She is the host of the host.

If I were to talk like a Roman Catholic, I’d say that in Mary’s
body the Eucharist is consecrated by the Holy Spirit who comes
upon her, and that her womb breaks open in a sacrificial offering:

the body of Christ, broken for you; the blood
of Christ, shed for you. Mary, her body,
broken and bloody, there in Bethlehem, on
the first Christmas, bearing in her arms our
salvation, the Christ child, who brings us into
eternal communion with God. Mary, our first
priest.3

Since I’m talking like a Catholic, let me
tell you about Louise Margaret Claret, a
French nun who lived in a convent in La
Touche, a small community in the southeast
of France. Mother Claret was known as a
minister to priests, offering her prayers and

counsel to them. In 1904, on Christmas Eve, she had a vision, a
vision of the first Christmas, of the birth of Jesus as the priesthood
of Mary. Mother Claret saw the newborn Jesus, she said, held in
Mary’s hands, as she lifted him up to God, as if officiating at a
mass, at the Lord’s Table, holding up the bread of the Eucharist.
“This was the first mass of Mary,” Claret wrote, “in the silence of
the stable. . . . Mary became a priest that day, with the power . . .
and the right to touch his body.”4

To talk about Mary’s politics, we have to begin with who she
is, with her life, with her body, her gendered body.5 We begin
with God choosing her as the first priest of the church, the first
one to offer Christ to the world, to receive Jesus into her life and
to share him with others. To receive and to give. To let Christ
dwell in her and to offer him to the world. And we are invited to
become like Mary. We become priests like Mary—welcoming
God into the world, and sharing God. Sharing God with our lives,
in what we do and what we say.

It’s the “what we say” part that jumps out at us in our passages
from Luke’s Gospel. Mary sings her words. “The Magnificat,” we
call it. She preaches with a song—a song of joy.
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What surprises me is that we get to hear Mary at all. What
surprises me is that she shows up in the story, that we can hear
Mary’s song, that in a world of men writing about men, an author
gives us a woman’s voice, a woman’s story. That’s rare in the
ancient world.

Mary’s voice is amplified by the way Zechariah is silenced
earlier in the same chapter.6 The angel Gabriel comes to him, to
Zechariah, a priest doing his priestly duties inside the temple, and
the angel shuts him up. He takes away Zechariah’s voice: “You

will become mute, unable to speak, until the
day these things occur,” the angel says (Luke
1:20).

While this is going on, while Zechariah is
being silenced in the temple, the people are
gathered outside, waiting for their priest to
emerge and speak God’s blessing. “When he
did come out,” it says, “he could not speak to
them. . . . He kept motioning to them and
remained unable to speak” (Luke 1:22).

The man has an important job to do for
the people, and they’re waiting for him, but
he can’t say the words. He can’t offer God’s
blessing, God’s absolution, God’s forgiveness.
So he flails around in front of the people,
trying to say something with his arms and

hands, but saying nothing. Nothing but silence. The scene ends
with Zechariah looking so pitiable, as he stands there, speechless
and bewildered.

“When his time of service was ended,” it says, “he went to his
house” (Luke 1:23). He’s got nothing to offer, so he goes home.
He’s rendered powerless. And his powerlessness makes clear who
has power in the story. Not Zechariah, not this priest, but another
one: the priest in a stable, the woman who holds God in her arms,
the gift of salvation for the world. To borrow words from Mary’s
song: God has brought down the powerful, and lifted up the lowly
(Luke 1:52).

Politics is about who has a voice, who can speak, who has
power, whom we listen to. And in this Advent story, it’s Mary.
She’s the one. Not only can we hear her speak, but she speaks

What surprises me is
that Mary is that in
a world of men
writing about men,
an author gives us a
woman’s voice, a
woman’s story. And
Mary’s voice is
amplified by the
way Zechariah is
silenced. Politics is
about who has a
voice, who can
speak, whom we
listen to.
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These are the
politics of Mary: the
politics of a great
reversal, a world
turned upside-down.
Or maybe we should
say, a world turned
right-side-up. A
restored world, full
of God’s goodness,
full of abundant life.

with authority: “Truly,” she says in her song, “from now on all
generations will call me blessed” (Luke 1:48). She has the audac-
ity to tell us to revere her, to call her blessed. She knows who she
is. She knows her role in the story. She knows what God has
done—not just for her, but for all of us through her. What God

has done with her will mean a new world, a
world where the powerful will be brought
down from their thrones and the lowly will be
lifted up, a world where the lives of the
hungry will be filled with good things and the
rich will be sent away empty.

These are the politics of Mary: the politics
of a great reversal, a world turned upside-
down. Or maybe we should say, a world
turned right-side-up. A restored world, full of
God’s goodness, full of abundant life. A world
very different from the one we have, where,

we found out this week, the CIA has been torturing people and
that most Christians in the United States approve of such prac-
tices,7 a world where 132 school children in Pakistan were killed
by a band of outlaws,8 a world where police kill unarmed black
people,9 and a world where in retaliation10 police officers become
targets as cycles of violence spin our society out of anyone’s
control. A society where many people have guns and are more
and more inclined to use them.11 We need Mary’s song now more
than ever. We need the advent of a new world, not this one.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been drawn to the subver-
sive visions in the Bible, the stories of great upheaval, of Jesus and
his apocalyptic ministry, overturning tables. Woe to you who are
rich, woe to you are full, and woe to you who are laughing now,
he says, for you will be hungry; you will mourn and weep (Luke
6:20–26).

I think Jesus learned his prophetic ministry from his mother.
She was the one who said, “The Lord has brought down the
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; God has
filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty”
(Luke 1:52–53). Jesus learned his prophetic words, his apocalyptic
vision, when he was a child. Imagine Jesus as a baby, fussing at
bedtime, and Mary, holding him in her arms, whispering a song to
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him, her song, comforting him with dreams of revolution—the
Magnificat as her lullaby.

When I think about Mary’s song this year, I’m drawn to some-
thing I didn’t notice before, a theme I didn’t see every other time
I’ve read this text, a word that Mary says twice: mercy. She sings
about mercy: “God’s mercy . . . from generation to generation”
(Luke 1:50). Her song is “in remembrance of God’s mercy” (Luke
1:54).

We need God’s mercy, in our lives and in the world. Mercy—
the miracle that comes over us and allows us to forgive. To
forgive as a way to make room for a relationship, a relationship
with someone close to you whom you don’t know how to love
anymore, whom you don’t know how to care for anymore. Mercy
is the miracle of restoration, of trying again and again at a rela-

tionship, even though you’ve been wronged,
even though you’ve wronged another.

We need mercy, not just in our lives at
home or at work or here at church, but also
in the world, where people kill or threaten to
kill one another. Mercy, not militarized police
in riot gear. Mercy, not a troubled man with a
gun, lashing out in revenge. But none of them
are listening to my sermon today, and I have

my doubts that if they were, they would be overcome with mercy
and give up their guns and military-grade weapons.

So, today, I’m hoping that God is here, and that God listens,
and that if God doesn’t listen to me, that maybe God will listen to
Mary, the one who cried out for mercy, who trusted in mercy,
who gave her life to mercy, to the faithful mercy of God, from
generation to generation.

My hope is that God listens to Mary, and that the Son whom
she bore will come among us again, in the power of the Holy
Spirit, and save us from ourselves, from our self-destruction, from
our cycles of revenge, as violence begets more violence, here and
everywhere.

Only God can save us, with a mercy that cleanses us of our
desire to punish.

During Christmas we remember a gift, the gift of mercy in the
flesh, Jesus Christ, the one who forgave his enemies from the

When I think about
Mary’s song, I’m
drawn to a word that
Mary says twice:
mercy. We need
God’s mercy, in our
lives and in the
world.
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cross, so that we may come to know the kind of life that leads to
life, not death—the kind of life that reveals the mercy of God.
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