1 Samuel 2:1-10  
Hannah prayed and said, "My heart exults in the LORD; my strength is exalted in my God. My mouth derides my enemies, because I rejoice in my victory.  2 "There is no Holy One like the LORD, no one besides you; there is no Rock like our God.  3 Talk no more so very proudly, let not arrogance come from your mouth; for the LORD is a God of knowledge, and by him actions are weighed.  4 The bows of the mighty are broken, but the feeble gird on strength.  5 Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, but those who were hungry are fat with spoil. The barren has borne seven, but she who has many children is forlorn.  6 The LORD kills and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up.  7 The LORD makes poor and makes rich; he brings low, he also exalts.  8 He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap, to make them sit with princes and inherit a seat of honor. For the pillars of the earth are the LORD's, and on them he has set the world.  9 "He will guard the feet of his faithful ones, but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness; for not by might does one prevail.  10 The LORD! His adversaries shall be shattered; the Most High will thunder in heaven. The LORD will judge the ends of the earth; he will give strength to his king, and exalt the power of his anointed."

Luke 1:46-56  
46 And Mary said, "My soul magnifies the Lord,  47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.  50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.  51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly;  53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.  54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,  55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever."  56 And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home.

Soul-full
	Kabul, Afghanistan. The capital of a war torn country. There are many in Kabul who have suffered so much that I could not list everything in a single sermon. However, there is one class of people who have suffered more than any other. These people have lost loved ones to war, like everyone else. These people know what it is to go hungry. These people know the terrors of night when bullets and bombs fill the city. Yet, unlike others, these people suffer a greater violence. They have not been allowed to get an education; most do not know how to read. They have not been able to make choices for themselves. They must wear clothing that covers their whole body. These people are women.
	My heart breaks for the women of Afghanistan. I recently read an article where a father refused to allow his daughter to be married to a local gunman. What was the response? A group of gunman broke into the home of this man, attacked the 18 year old daughter, the father's wife, as well as his other daughters. They sprayed the faces of the women with acid, scarring them forever. 
	It is a horrible story. Similar stories of violence against women are found around the world. This afternoon, I would like us to take a look at the plight of women. I especially want us men to understand. Speaking as a man, it is easy to assume that women live lives just like we do. It is hard for us to imagine the world of women because we don't suffer what they have to suffer.
	However, we live in a world where women are treated as objects of sexual desire. Rather than being treated as equal human beings that are valued for their skills or their intelligence, women are often evaluated on whether or not they are sexually attractive. This reality recently came to light in America. A man running for President, Herman Cain, had to quite running for president because people found out that he sexually harasses women all the time. It is unfortunate that women have to suffer this shame. 
	Women are also powerless in the world as well. The poorest portion of the population of the world is made up of women and small children. Women suffer economic violence in a way that men do not often understand.
	Women suffer in ways that are unjust, intolerable, and this is the way of the world. Women are the silent half of the population. An old Chinese proverb says that women hold up half of heaven. In relation to suffering, they have to hold up more than half. Therefore, when women speak in Scripture, I think we should take time to listen very closely. In fact, when women speak in Scripture, they often reveal a new insight, a new way of being pronounced by God.
	This is the case with our two readings this morning. The first reading from 1st Samuel is known as Hannah's song. The second reading from Luke is called the Magnificat, or Mary's song of praise. Both of these readings are important because declare that God cherishes women's voices just as much as men, and they also give evidence to the fact that God speaks just as well through women as God does through men.
	In fact, both of the readings fit a pattern. The pattern of these women's words is the same pattern that prophets used throughout the Bible. Both of these readings record praise for God most high. Both of these readings record words of judgment against the unjust and the world that has forsaken righteousness. Both of these readings also record a special word of good news, a special word of liberation for the poor and downtrodden. This pattern is the pattern of prophecy, and I have no problem labeling both Mary and Hannah as prophets. Of course, I'm not the only person who has labeled a woman as a prophet. Using this same pattern, 2 Kings 22:14 labels the woman Uldah as a prophet. Uldah the prophet speaks words that sound a lot like the words of Hannah and Mary. There's also Miriam, Moses' sister, Deborah, a judge of Israel who speaks the words of a prophet, as well as the wife of the prophet Isaiah.
	In fact, women sometimes have a wonderful opportunity to prophecy words of judgment and righteousness that men cannot. In both of the cases from our reading today, God's special word of judgment and liberation comes from the fact that God has reached down and used women to bear the word of God in their very bodies.
	Wait, what do you mean here pastor? How do these women literally bear the word of God in their bodies? Well, the children that these women give birth to declare God's justice and righteousness in a new and powerful way. In Hannah's case, the young child she gives birth to is Samuel, one of God's great prophets and a judge who helps establish the kingship of David over Israel. In Mary's case, the young child she gives birth to is Jesus, and as the gospel of John tells us, Jesus is literally the very Word of God, light of light, God from very God.
	Now, I'm not suggesting that we worship these women as little gods, but I am suggesting that women are often used by God in a special way that we as men cannot be used. As men, we cannot bear the word of God as Mary did, nor as Hannah did. This is special, and instead of treating women as objects, the church would do well to respect the role of women and realize that God can speak powerfully through them; sometimes than God speaks more powerfully through women than through men.
	But why is this important, you might ask? So what, these women were prophets! Who cares that God decides to use women? You might not think it is important, and that we are missing the point. However, the fact that God uses these women to be powerful witnesses of God's faithfulness and righteousness tells us something very special about God.
	Remember how we started this sermon talking about how powerless and abused women often are in this world? Well, it is amazing to me that God uses the powerless to be witnesses to God's glory. The apostle Paul was amazed at this as well. Instead of using thunder and lightning, instead of using power and force, God speaks through the powerless. God speaks through these women today, and it is amazing that God speaks through them because in both of their cases, they were women who were without hope, the most powerless of the powerless.
	We've spent the past two weeks of Advent talking about how God brings light into darkness, about how God transforms the broken places in our lives, about how God uses our scandals to change the world. But all of that talk is just theory. They sound like nice words, but we struggle to see the reality of those worlds. It sounds great in a sermon to say that God shatters the power of sin and death, but all of us struggle to actually experience this.
	However, these powerless women and their testimony bears witness that God transforms, that God renews, the God heals, and God saves. Forget words in a sermon, look at the lives of these powerless women. Both Mary and Hannah lived lives a lot like the lives of those women in Afghanistan. They were broken. They were hopeless. Nevertheless, God filled their emptiness. God transformed the sorrow of their souls into wells overflowing with the fullness of God's mercy.
	I thank God for the women in Scripture. I thank God for the women in our midst. I don't want to sound too biased, but my own faith has been transformed by the witness of women. My faith isn't transformed by the world's greatest sermon or the world's most profound book of theology. My faith has been transformed by the powerful witness of women, maybe a bit like Hannah and Mary, who have suffered violence and oppression, and still have room in their hearts to praise God. My faith has been transformed by beaten, abused, broken women who still find room in their hearts to care for others and serve them in a way that comes close to the way that Jesus is described as a servant. My faith, in this Advent season, is renewed by the voice of women who, though they have been powerless, have seen their sorrow transformed into joy at the new thing God is doing in the world. The faith of everyone one of us should be strengthened when we hear that the empty and the weak have had their souls filled with laughter, like Abraham's wife Sarah was filled with laughter when Isaac was born. Our faith is strengthened by the public witness of the oppressed being given center stage in God's history of salvation. The witness of the church of Jesus Christ is strengthened, not weakened, by the voices of women. Without their voices, we ignore the real and powerful work of God in the world. Without their joy, without their soul-fullness, we remain a church that only hears half of the story.
