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I can’t remember learning how to sing. I think this is because I learned to sing along with 

learning how to talk. My mother was a singer, and she sang absent-mindedly throughout the day, 

and she sang to me, and our house was always filled with music, and so I learned to sing along 

with learning to talk. 

 

I also don’t remember learning to read music, although certainly I must have. Like learning to 

read, learning to understand Western musical notation came early, and so I don’t really have any 

specific memories of learning to read musical notation. 

 

Mom took me to church from the time I was an infant, so music—especially singing—is closely 

intertwined for me with spirituality. Because much of the singing I did in my formative years 

was in the children’s choirs and the bell choirs that I was a part of at our UCC church, I cannot 

really separate the connection between singing and praying. They are almost the same thing for 

me. There’s a famous quotation that is attributed to St. Augustine (but who probably didn’t say 

it): “he who sings, prays twice.” There’s something about singing that somehow makes prayer 

more real and powerful, more filled with the Holy Spirit for me. When I’m singing, I feel more. 

More love, more compassion, more grief, more joy. I feel closer to God. 

 

There is actually some science behind why I feel as I do when I sing. For example, singing has 

been shown to release endorphins and oxytocin, which in turn reduce stress, anxiety, and even 

physical pain. Singing improves cognition and memory. It can decrease blood pressure. 

 

Singing in a group increases empathy and understanding and creates a sense of community. 

Regular singing improves lung function and posture and tones facial and intercostal muscles and 

the diaphragm. Some studies even suggest that singing boosts the immune system and increases 

longevity.1 

 

Whatever the science, I always feel better when I’m singing, which is reason enough for me to 

keep doing it. 

 

Perhaps this is one reason I have always loved Luke’s version of the nativity story. It is full of 

songs. In the first two chapters of Luke, which include the story of Jesus’s birth, there are no 

fewer than four songs. First, Mary sings when she is greeted by her cousin Elizabeth, in today’s 

first reading. Then the priest and prophet Zechariah sings when his son John is born, and his 

tongue is finally loosened, which is the passage in our second reading. Later, after Jesus is born, 

the angels sing of peace and goodwill when they share their “good news of great joy” with the 
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shepherds. And finally, Simeon sings his song of farewell once he has seen God’s promises to 

Israel kept in the Christ child, on the day that the infant Jesus is presented in the temple. All of 

these songs, especially the songs of Mary, Zechariah, and Simeon, became part of church liturgy 

in the very early days of the Christian Church. For centuries, men and women in Christian 

religious orders have sung or chanted these words as part of their daily prayers. 

  

Why, we might wonder, are all these songs in Luke’s gospel? Because, in addition to all the 

other ways that singing is beneficial, singing is also an act of resistance. When we sing of light in 

the darkness of oppression, when our songs sing truth to power, our singing together becomes 

nothing less than an act of resistance.  

 

In their songs of praise to God, Mary and Elizabeth and Zechariah are also offering up songs of 

resistance to the oppressive Roman regime under which they lived. David Lose notes that, “They 

knew just how ridiculous their situation was – two women, one too old to bear a child, one so 

young she was not yet married, yet called to bear children of promise through whom God would 

change the world. And they probably knew how little account the world would pay them, tucked 

away in the hill country of Judea, far from the courts of power and influence. And they probably 

knew how hard life was under Roman oppression. Yet when faced with the long odds of their 

situation, they did not retreat, or apologize, or despair; they sang. They sang of their confidence 

in the Lord’s promise to upend the powers that be, reverse the fortunes of an unjust world, and 

lift up all those who had been oppressed. When [your] back is to the wall, you see, and all looks 

grim, one of the most unexpected and powerful things you can do is sing.”2 

 

Through the years, these songs of power and hope and resistance have been inspiration for 

marginalized people around the world. In fact, in the past century at least three different 

governments considered the message of Mary’s Magnificat, with its words about God’s 

preferential love for the poor and the tearing down of the mighty from their thrones so 

dangerously subversive that they banned its public recitation.  

 

Author Jason Porterfield notes that “During the British rule of India, the Magnificat was 

prohibited from being sung in church. In the 1980s, Mary’s words were inspiring the Guatemalan 

poor to believe that change was indeed possible, and their government banned any public 

recitation of the song. Similarly, after the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo—whose children all 

disappeared during Argentina’s Dirty War—placed the Magnificat’s words on posters 

throughout the capital plaza, the military junta of Argentina outlawed any public display of 

Mary’s song.”3 

 

The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer also recognized the revolutionary nature of Mary’s 

song. Bonhoeffer, whose sedition against the Nazi government led to his imprisonment and 

execution, spoke these words in an Advent sermon in 1933: 
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“The song of Mary is the oldest Advent hymn. It is at once the most passionate, the wildest, one 

might even say the most revolutionary Advent hymn ever sung. This is not the gentle, tender, 

dreamy Mary whom we sometimes see in paintings.…This song has none of the sweet, nostalgic, 

or even playful tones of some of our Christmas carols. It is instead a hard, strong, inexorable 

song about the power of God and the powerlessness of humankind.”4 

 

When we sing of light in the darkness of oppression, when our songs sing truth to power, our 

singing together becomes nothing less than an act of resistance. Resistance movements around 

the world throughout time have known this truth.  

 

The slaves of the American South knew this. When they sang their spirituals, they were both 

praising God and protesting the masters who locked them out of worship but couldn’t keep them 

out of the deliverance promised in scripture. And the civil rights leaders knew this, too, singing 

songs like “We Shall Overcome,” “Oh Freedom,” and “We Shall Not Be Moved,” songs that, as 

Martin Luther King, Jr. observed, “take the hardest realities of life and put them into music, only 

to come out with some new hope or sense of triumph.”5 

 

The protesters in Leipzig in 1989 knew this as well. For several months preceding the fall of the 

Berlin Wall, the citizens of Leipzig, in what was then East Germany, gathered on Monday 

evenings by candlelight around St. Nikolai church – the church where Johann Sebastian Bach 

composed so many of his choral works. They gathered to sing and to pray for peace and 

liberation, “and over two months their numbers grew from a little more than a thousand people to 

more than three hundred thousand, over half the citizens of the city, singing songs of hope and 

protest and justice, until their song shook the powers of their nation and changed the world. 

Later, when someone asked one of the officers of the Stasi, the East German secret police, why 

they did not crush this protest like they had so many others, the officer replied, ‘We had no 

contingency plan for prayer and candles.’”6 

 

More recently, during the foreclosure crisis in the last decade, an advocacy group in Brooklyn 

used singing as resistance to shut down foreclosure auctions that were stripping people of their 

homes. Watch as activists fill the courtroom where the auctions take place, and then risk arrest as 

their singing prevents the auction from going forward: 

 

Did you catch the announcement towards the end? The singers were so disruptive that the court 

was able to complete only one out of four auctions. In an echo of the police in Leipzig, one of the 

organizers observed that “The court officers don’t know what to do when the singing starts.”7 

These are singers in the tradition of Mary’s Magnificat, singing of the promise to upend the 

powers that be, reverse the fortunes of an unjust world, and lift up all those who had been 

oppressed. These singers know, that when your back is to the wall, and all looks grim, one of the 

most unexpected and powerful things you can do is sing. 

                                                 
 4 Ibid. 

5 Nick Morrison, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement,” National Public Radio, 
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Friends, this is why we sing at Christmas. We sing to keep joy alive even in the dark of winter. 

We sing to remind ourselves of God’s mercy and justice for all who suffer. We sing to proclaim 

that God’s love is a present reality. We sing to give ourselves courage to resist injustice and 

oppression. We sing to remember and celebrate the coming of the Christ Child, and his promise 

of hope and peace. May our songs never cease. Amen. 


