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“The Confidence of Faith”

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour”

I’ve often stated that the best thing I make for dinner is the telephone call for take-out.  Over the years, I’ve
made numerous phone calls for a wide variety of cuisines: pizza, subs, fried chicken, Thai food, and Greek food;
but my favourite food that I bring home over the years has been Chinese food.  While I sometimes get
adventurous, I usually stick to the same order: wonton soup, an egg roll, and chicken with broccoli.  In many
restaurants, my order also includes other standards: duck sauce hot mustard, crispy noodles, and of course a
fortune cookie.  I don’t place much trust in these fortunes, because they are usually so vague that they could
describe any future event; but there is one fortune that I’ll always remember.  It was during my first weeks in
Niagara Falls in 1996, when I was beginning my pastorate at St. Paul’s Lutheran Church.  My call to a
congregation in Canada had come after a series of unexpected events, and as with any new call I had left
behind a familiar setting where I knew everyone in the congregation and community for a new church where I
knew few people, where the customs and traditions were very different from my previous church, and where
we would be purchasing a home for the first time and making our first move across an international border. 
While I had gladly accepted this call, my first weeks were filled with uncertainty, anxiety, and a good amount of
fear.  In the midst of this time of transition, I once again ordered Chinese food from a local restaurant; and as I
ate my familiar meal, I opened my fortune cookie to discover words that I’ll always remember: “Do not fear;
confidence will lead you on.”  While I’m sure that it was strictly by accident that this cookie was placed into my
order, it was as if someone was seeking to reassure me in the midst of the anxiety of those days that I had a
reason for hope that was rooted in that key word: confidence.

“Confidence” can be defined as “full trust; belief in the powers, trustworthiness, or reliability of a person or
thing; belief in oneself and one’s powers or abilities; self-confidence; self-reliance; assurance.”  Confidence
allows us to place our trust in another person in the assurance that they are reliable, that they will fulfill what
they have promised.  Having confidence in our own strengths and abilities allows us to enter into a task or
assume a responsibility in the knowledge that there is a high probability that our endeavors will meet with
success.  Without confidence in ourselves or others, our lives would be filled with uncertainty and the path into
the future would be shrouded in darkness and doubt.

As I lived through those anxiety-ridden first weeks in Niagara Falls, I kept that fortune on my desk to comfort
me in the hope that “confidence will lead you on.”  It was in my line of sight as I prepared one of my first
sermons at St. Paul’s that was based on the words of Hebrews 11:1: “Now faith is the assurance of things
hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  The letter’s author refers to many of the key figures from the Old
Testament – Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Rahab, Gideon, Samson, David, and Solomon – who placed
their trust in God even in the midst of uncertain and even dangerous circumstances.  They are role models of
persons who faith by which “we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is
seen was made from things that are not visible.” (11:3).  As I was preparing this sermon in an office filled with
boxes that had not yet been unpacked – a reminder of the state of flux in which I was living – I focused again
on that fortune and the key word it contained: confidence.  When I looked into the background of this word, I
discovered that it comes from two Latin words: con fide, which literally mean “with faith.”  In other words,
“confidence” is rooted fundamentally not in our trust in our own strengths and talents, nor in the abilities of
other people; true “confidence” has its origins the source of our faith, the God of our ancestors Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob who has most fully been revealed to us in the birth of our Saviour Jesus Christ, “true God, begotten
of the Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary, [who] is my Lord.” (Small
Catechism).  We sing of this confidence that “all my hope on God is founded who will all my trust renew, who
through change and chance will guide me, only good and only true.” (ELW Hymn 757).  The early church



declared its complete confidence in “the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, for “there is salvation in no one else,
for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12); while
our Lutheran Confessions declare that “we believe that Christ has suffered for us and that for his sake our sin is
forgiven and righteousness and eternal life are given to us.  For God will regard and reckon this faith as
righteousness in his sight …” (Augsburg Confession).  Our confidence as Christians is rooted in our sure and
certain hope that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.” (ELW Hymn 781).

This morning, we meet two women who were blessed with the gift of the confidence of faith that gave them
strength and comfort in the midst of times of uncertainty and anxiety.  Luke tells us that “in those days Mary
set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, where she entered the house of Zechariah and
greeted Elizabeth.” (1:39-40).  The women, related by blood, are now also related to each other because both
are carrying children conceived in extraordinary circumstances.  Elizabeth, who along with her husband
Zechariah “had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting on in years” (1:7), had her life
transformed when the angel Gabriel brought to her the news that she would bear a son who would be named
John, one who “will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God.” (1:16).  Mary, a young woman
from Nazareth who was “engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David” (1:27), was visited
by the same angel, who announces to her that she too would give birth to a son “conceived by the Holy Spirit”
(Apostles Creed) who would be named Jesus, one who “will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his
kingdom there will be no end.” (1:33).  For both of these women, the angel’s announcements disrupted the
stability of their present lives as well as their plans for the future: Elizabeth had long ago accepted a life
without children, while Mary was looking forward to a future in which she and her husband would raise a
family in the midst of the familiarity of friends and family.  Mary travels to the home of Elizabeth to share the
news of the coming birth of her child, but also to come together with someone else who is living in a state of
flux in which both women’s worlds have been thrown into uncertainty and anxiety by the news Gabriel brought
to each of them.  Luke’s verbs convey the movement and the urgency of Mary’s journey: Mary “set out … went
with haste … entered the house … and greeted Elizabeth.” An anxious woman hurries to be with someone she
knows both understands and shares her uncertainties and trepidations.

But their uncertainties and fears are soon transformed into confidence and hope when Elizabeth feels her child
leaping in her womb and is filled with the Holy Spirit and begins to prophesy, fulfilling Gabriel’s announcement
that “even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit.” (1:15).  Elizabeth’s words are inspired prophetic
utterances expressed in four oracles:

1. Elizabeth declares the blessedness of Mary and the child to be born to her: “Blessed are you among
women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” (1:42).  Her oracle does not confer God’s blessing upon
Mary but recognizes that she has already been blessed.  Elizabeth’s cry will be echoed later in Luke’s
Gospel by a woman who will cry out to Jesus “blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that
nursed you” (11:27) as well as the cry of the disciples at Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, when they raise
their voices together saying “blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven,
and glory in the highest heaven!” (19:38).

2. In the form of a question, Elizabeth’s second oracle discloses the identity of Mary’s child, for she is “the
mother of my Lord” (1:43).  Elizabeth now understands that she has been blessed both by the
miraculous child she is bearing and by the visit of the one who is the mother of the Saviour of all
nations.

3. Elizabeth also is given understanding of the meaning of the movement of her baby who “leaped in her
womb” when she heard Mary’s greeting: “For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in
my womb leaped for joy.” (1:44).  The angel had promised Elizabeth and Zechariah that “you will have
joy and gladness” (1:14), and now this joy has come to Elizabeth in Mary’s visit.

4. Elizabeth’s fourth and final oracle is a beatitude on Mary for her faith that he promise to her would be
fulfilled; for “blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by



the Lord.” (1:45).  Such blessedness is a fruit of the confidence of faith; “blessing always comes from
trusting that God’s Word will be fulfilled.” (Alan Culpepper).

As the Holy Spirit empowered Elizabeth to sing out in praise of God who has transformed her circumstances
from being defined by uncertainty and fear to a moment of confidence and trust, Mary now raises her voice in
a song of praise known as the Magnificat.  Reminiscent of the Song of Hannah, another expectant mother who
sings out her praises to God (“My heart exults in the LORD; my strength is exalted in my God.” – 1 Samuel 2:1),
Mary’s song turns to the effects of the Lord’s coming for all God’s people.  Her words of praise speak of God’s
redeeming work not as future but as already having been fulfilled – for such is the confidence of faith.

· “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, for he has looked with favour on
the lowliness of his servant.  Surely, from now on all generations will call be blessed; for the Mighty
One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.” – 1:46-49.

Mary only briefly praises God for the favour he has bestowed upon her; even then, this portion is not solely
autobiographical, for what God has done for Mary anticipates what God will do for the poor, the powerless,
and the oppressed of the world.  The song’s couplets describe the dramatic reversal that is the signature of
God’s mighty acts:

· The proud are scattered
· The powerful are deposed
· The lowly are exalted
· The hungry are fed
· The rich are sent away empty.

It is also significant that Mary uses the past tense in her song, through which she expresses the confidences
and the certainty as though they already had been fulfilled: “So sure is the singer that God will do what is
promised that it is proclaimed as accomplished fact.” (Fred Craddock).
The confidence that both Elizabeth and Mary express in their songs is rooted in the gift of the Holy Spirit which
gives us the ability to live in confidence and hope even when we are unable to engender them in ourselves.  In
his explanation of the Third Article of the Apostles Creed in the Small Catechism, Martin Luther teaches us that
the gift of faith which is the source of confidence and trust is not something that is a human attribute but a
gracious gift from the God who is the foundation of our confident hope:

· “I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come
to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts,
made me holy and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the
whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one common, true faith.”

As faith is at the heart of the meaning of “confidence,” the faith that is God’s gift to us through the
empowerment of the Holy Spirit is what gives us the ability to live confidently even when we may find it
impossible to find such confidence in ourselves or in the world around us.  It is this gift of confident faith that
allows us to hear the good news that because “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 
Therefore we will not fear … [for] the LORD of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our refuge.” (Psalm 46).  We
live in confidence because we know that God is with us always, that nothing can separate us from God’s love,
and because God has been faithful in the past in fulfilling all of God’s promises we have confidence that God
will fulfill what is still to come as if they have already been given to us.

· “The only thing that is absolutely sure in this scenario is that we have a partner who is with us and for
us and who wants us to have life.  Mary’s trust in that fact is really all she has.  What she does not have



is a sonogram, or a husband, or an affidavit from the Holy Spirit that says, ‘The child really is mine. 
Now leave the poor girl alone.’  All she has is her unreasonable willingness to believe that the God who
has chosen her will be part of whatever happens next – and that, apparently, is enough to make her
burst into song.  She sings ahead of time, and all the angels with her.” – Barbara Brown Taylor.

I can’t say that the meal I ate on that day in Niagara Falls was any more memorable than any take-out meal I’ve
ordered; but the words in that fortune cookie have stayed with me all these years.  There have been other
moments when I found myself in the place of Elizabeth and Mary, living in uncertainty and anxiety about what
was ahead of me, not knowing what would happen next or if that for which I hoped would come to fruition. 
But it indeed has been confidence that has led me on – not confidence in myself, not confidence in others, but
confidence in the God who has chosen me as his child, incorporated me into his Church in Baptism, and blessed
me with the gift of faith which is the “assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen,” the gift
that gives me the confidence to live every day knowing that as “grace has brought me safe thus far … grace will
lead me home.”  As God gave Elizabeth and Mary the faith to sing out in confidence and hope, may we lift our
voices in this Christmas season knowing that Mary’s child has been born to us so that we can look with the
confidence of faith to the day “when peace shall over all the earth its ancient splendors fling, and all the world
give back the song which now the angels sing.” Amen.


