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 he Gospel of Luke begins with a series of 
songs. Just as worship often begins with a 
processional hymn, the four songs in the first 

two chapters of Luke act as a processional anthem, 
welcoming the saviour into the story. Yet each of 
these songs has its own story; each one is sung by a 
distinct character or characters. This Advent we will 
listen to their stories. The 9 am Adult Education hour 
in the four Sundays of Advent will be a journey 
through these four songs, beginning with Mary's song 
(Lk. 1:46-55), then moving to Zechariah's song (Lk. 
1:68-79), the choir of angels' song (Lk. 2:14) and 
ending with Simeon's song (Lk. 2:29-32). Because 
these songs have been a part of the Church's worship 
since its earliest days, the pilgrimage through their 
words will also be a pilgrimage through the history of 
their use in worship. Our own tradition of prayer 
book Christianity has used three of these songs—the 
Magnificat, Benedictus, and Nunc dimittis—at Morning 
and Evening Prayer daily; the fourth, Gloria, is sung at 
the celebration of Holy Communion. Songs are 
meant to be sung, of course, and so part of our study 
will include musical settings of these songs. 
 The leaflet that follows is a map of the journey 
ahead. In it are the four waystations. At each one you 
will find the text of a song, a visual depiction of the 
character(s) that sing it, and a brief note. As we move 
together toward the day of celebrating the Saviour's 
coming, I hope these songs will nourish us. The 
Saviour whose coming into the world we remember 
at Christmas is with us in our journey. And as any 
seasoned traveler knows, it helps to go with a song.
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Mary’s Song – Magnificat 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 
my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour;  
for he has looked with favour on his lowly servant. 
From this day all generations will call me blessed:  
the Almighty has done great things for me, 
and holy is his name. 
He has mercy on those who fear him  
in every generation. 
He has shown the strength of his arm,  
he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  
and has lifted up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things,  
and the rich he has sent away empty. 
He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  
for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 
the promise he made to our fathers,  
to Abraham and his children for ever. 



ary, the teenaged woman-child, is one of the 
bravest people in all of history.  Not only 
does she take a grave and very personal risk, 

but she does so to both honour God and the promise 
God has made to his people Israel.  Her song – The 
Magnificat – celebrates her confidence that God is 
active in the world – giving the oppressed hope and 
the satisfied cause to look toward their 
responsibilities. This song – this hymn – echoes down 
the centuries inspiring the faithful and calling all of us 
to an active relationship with God in Christ.    
 To think that this simple soul dares to embrace 
the challenge God gives her, to think that she can 
step outside of society’s norms makes her a hero.  
And it causes us to ask this question: can we be as 
brave as she is brave?  Can we accept any challenge 
that the good God might give us?  Are we brave 
enough – trusting enough – that we are willing to 
throw “common sense” to the winds and step out in 
faith toward God’s future? 
 Truthfully, only a few are so inspired, so brave, 
so trusting. So few that we look at them in awe and 
call them saints. So let us rejoice that Mary is 
numbered among them – and let us at least try to 
follow her example and let our spirits rejoice in God’s 
salvation!  Maranatha – come quickly Lord!  
 

—the Rev. Dr. Susan MacLaren
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Zechariah’s Song – Benedictus 
 

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel;  
he has come to his people and set them free. 
He has raised up for us a mighty Saviour,  
born of the house of his servant David. 
Through his holy prophets he promised of old, 
that he would save us from our enemies,  
from the hands of all who hate us. 
He promised to show mercy to our fathers  
and to remember his holy covenant. 
This was the oath he swore to our father Abraham,  
to set us free from the hands of our enemies, 
free to worship him without fear,  
holy and righteous in his sight all the days of our life. 
You, my child, shall be called the prophet 
of the Most High, for you will go before the Lord 
to prepare his way, to give his people knowledge of salvation 
by the forgiveness of their sins. 
In the tender compassion of our God  
the dawn from on high shall break upon us, 
to shine on those who dwell in 
darkness and the shadow of death,  
and to guide our feet into the way of peace. 



 
nlike his relative Mary, when an angel appeared 
to Zechariah, he doubted. The promise of a 
child to him and his wife Elizabeth seemed 

impossible, given their age. And so, when the angel 
Gabriel left Zechariah, he took his speech with him. 
Only when the promise came to pass would 
Zechariah be allowed to speak. This song is what he 
sings when it does. Lips unsealed, doubts dispelled, 
Zechariah greets the birth of his son John with a 
song. Like Mary’s, his song praises God for being true 
not just to the promise he’d received but to all the 
promises given to Israel. In the birth of John and the 
birth of Jesus, Zechariah sings, God has 
“remembered his holy covenant.” The faithfulness 
God showed to Israel in the stories of the Old 
Testament comes to its fullest expression in the 
events Zechariah has just seen with his own eyes.  
 His change of mind wasn’t just a matter of 
sight, though. Luke tells us that Zechariah sings 
because he is filled with the Holy Spirit. God shows 
him what’s in store of John. His son will prepare the 
people for the dawn coming over the horizon; John 
will point their eyes in the direction of the light about 
to break. This song is often put after one of the 
readings at Morning Prayer. To say or sing its words 
is to see in the little lights of God’s promises in 
Scripture arrows toward the Light of the world. That 
Light has come and is coming into the world and it 
shines on us, even in the darkness in which we dwell. 
 

—Micah Latimer-Dennis
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The Angels’ Song – Gloria 
 
Glory to God in the highest, 
and peace to all of good will. 
 
he familiar canticle Gloria in excelsis Deo (Glory to 
God in the highest) is a much-loved Christian 
hymn of praise and worship. Apart from the 

seasons of Advent and Lent, it opens the normal 
Sunday eucharist, before the formal reading of 
scripture. But the text is not found in scripture like 
other canticles. Like the canticle ‘Te Deum laudamus’ 
(We praise Thee, O God), the words are not directly 
found in scripture, though the hymn ‘Gloria’ does 
derive from the message of the angels at Jesus’ birth: 
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“glory to God in the highest and peace to all of good 
will” (Luke 2:14).  
 Originally used in the Eastern “Greek 
Church”, the authorship of this hymn is uncertain but 
dates from monastic use in the 4th century. In the 
12th century the Western “Latin Church” adopted its 
as a regular part of the Sunday eucharist. The hymn is 
tri-partite: first addressing God the Father, then 
Christ Jesus (the ascended Lamb of God enthroned in 
glory) employing both penitence and praise, and 
finally extols the Holy Spirit. Because of its festal 
nature, the ‘Gloria’ is omitted on weekday worship 
and sung only on Sundays, the day of Resurrection.  
 The sixteenth-century Reformers valued this 
ancient hymn. In Germany Martin Luther retained it 
in its traditional place at the start of the liturgy, while 
in Tudor England Archbishop Thomas Cranmer 
(1552 Book of Common Prayer) decided to transpose 
it to the end of the liturgy, concluding the eucharist 
with this song of praise to God the Holy Trinity. 
Through the ages this rich liturgical text has inspired 
composers to artistic heights. One thinks of the 
exuberant treatment JS Bach provides in his famous 
Mass in B minor, or Beethoven in his exhilarating 
‘Missa Solemnis’, or Mozart in his sublime C Minor 
Mass, as well as composers as varied as Stravinsky, 
Britten, and Poulenc. The ancient canticle ‘Gloria’ is a 
doxology, a vehicle of praise, providing a brief 
summation of Christian belief. Using various settings 
and musical styles, we sing it still.      

 

—the Rev. Canon Peter Walker 



 

 
 

Simeon’s Song – Nunc dimittis 
 

Lord, now you let your servant go in peace;  
your word has been fulfilled. 
My own eyes have seen the salvation  
which you have prepared in the sight of every people; 
a light to reveal you to the nations  
and the glory of your people Israel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
aiting is never easy.  Especially if everything 
you see around you indicates that what you 
are most desperately waiting for is not even 

on the horizon. Simeon was waiting. Simeon had 
been assured by the Holy Spirit (we’re not told how) 
that he would live to see the arrival of God’s Messiah, 
who would bring salvation to Israel and through 
Israel to the world.  When he looked at Israel’s 
situation, however, all he could see was abandonment.  
Not of Israel by God, but of God by Israel. To 
communicate with and lead Israel, God had 
implemented the roles of prophets, priests and kings; 
these were to be His representatives on earth. Now, 
however, the King was a puppet of Rome, the 
priesthood had been corrupted and the prophets 
seemed to be asleep.  How on earth (literally) could 
God’s Messiah arrive under these circumstances? 
 Yet arrive He did ... but it almost certainly 
wasn’t in the way Simeon would have been expecting.  
Somehow, in all the crowds at the temple that day, 
Simeon noticed a poor couple bringing a baby son to 
be dedicated according to the scriptural directives.  
How did Simeon know that this was the Messiah he 
was longing for?  Again, we are not told, but he knew 
beyond doubt that his waiting was over.  He burst 
into praise of God and no doubt startled Mary and 
Joseph with his proclamation of the true identity and 
mission of their baby. 
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Waiting is never easy. Not for Simeon, not for us.   
But God has not abandoned us, whatever our present 
circumstances appear to be telling us.  Simeon has left 
us an example to be patient and yet to eagerly expect 
His arrival – even if it comes in surprising and 
unexpected ways. 

 —Patrick Paulsen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Artwork 

 Cover | Morris & Co.: Edward Burne-Jones, designer, 
Adoration of the Magi (1894) – tapestry. 

 Mary’s Song | Henry Ossawa Tanner, The Annunciation 
(1898) – oil on canvas. 

 Zechariah’s Song | William Blake, The Angel Appearing 
to Zacharias (1799-1800) – pen and black ink on canvas. 

 The Angels’ Song | Rembrandt van Rijn, The Angel 
Appearing to the Shepherds (1634) – etching and drypoint 

 Simeon’s Song | Severino Blanco, Simeon Blessing the 
Christ Child (1980s). Image courtesy of Ayopaya 
Mission. 

 
Musical Settings of the Songs will be available on the website and 
on the YouTube Page. Visit gracechurchonthehill.ca for more 
details. 
 

 



Collect of Advent Sunday  
 

Almighty God, 
give us grace to cast away  

the works of darkness 
and put on the armour of light, 

now in the time of this mortal life 
in which your Son Jesus Christ 
came to us in great humility, 

that on the last day,  
when he shall come again 

in his glorious majesty  
to judge both the living and the dead, 

we may rise to the life immortal; 
through him who lives and reigns with you 

and the Holy Spirit, one God,  
now and for ever. 

Amen. 
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