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Mary said,

"My soul magnifies the Lord,

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,

for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.

Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;

for the Mighty One has done great things for me,

and holy is his name.

His mercy is for those who fear him

from generation to generation.

He has shown strength with his arm;

he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,

and lifted up the lowly;

he has filled the hungry with good things,

and sent the rich away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel,

in remembrance of his mercy,

according to the promise he made to our ancestors,

to Abraham and to his descendants forever."















- Luke 1:46-55
__________
The Collect

O God, you have taken to yourself the blessed Virgin Mary, mother of your incarnate Son: Grant that we, who have been redeemed by his blood, may share with her the glory of your eternal kingdom; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
Yesterday, I made an annual pilgrimage to Hollywood. I visit that beautiful old cemetery every August 14, because the date is the death anniversary of Mary Mitchell Allen, who died in 1865. When I approach her grave through a wrought-iron fence marking the family plot, I look on the ground for a small stone, engraved with simple block letters that declare the name: MARY. Kneeling down, I clear the grass that obscures the marker, and say, “Hello, Mary.” The ritual is complete with the simple, but elegant, prayer:

“Remember thy servant Mary, O Lord, according to the favor which thou bearest unto thy people, and grant that, increasing in knowledge and love of thee, she may go from strength to strength in the life of perfect service in thy heavenly kingdom; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”

I love that prayer. The thing that gets me about it is that we’re asking God to remember the one we love. It’s often said that someone will live on in our memory. And that’s true, for a while. I for one recognize that my memory isn’t as sharp as it once was. Images fade over time – the sound of a voice, features of a face, the person’s aroma – and we need help to hold onto that which we adored. So it’s comforting to think that there is one memory that will never grow hazy, or be slow on the recall. We ask God to remember, which literally means, “to put back together again,” especially when death seems to make everything fly apart.

Maybe the Allen’s prayed that same prayer when their baby died. As you recall, Mary Mitchell Allen was born on Christmas Eve, 1864, at Tuckahoe Plantation. They were Episcopalians; we know that because they raised the funds to build this church. So the Prayer Book’s comfort must’ve meant a lot to them. Mary was seven and one-half months old when she departed this life. Things were bad all around in August, 1865. Everything had collapsed in Richmond, as well as the South. Mary’s death would have appeared to be insult added to injury. Their little light had gone out, and they could have sat in the darkness forever.

But they did not. Instead, Virginia and Richard Allen of Tuckahoe made common cause with the Wickhams at Woodside, and Little St. Mary’s is the result. Grieving parents snapped out of their depression by making an act of faith. The Allens embarked on the project of their life, raising capital in the worst economy imaginable, and getting Mr. Wickham to donate a parcel of land on River Road for the construction of a mission to the farmers and miners of Goochland County. And by Easter Eve of 1878, the small Carpenter Gothic Church was complete, and dedicated by the Right Reverend Francis Whittle, the Bishop of Virginia.  

And here we are – 145 years after Mary was buried in what would become her parents’ grave on Hollywood’s heights overlooking the James River. If you’re anything like me, then the story of the Allens’ faith strikes you with resurrection force. It is truly an Easter story. 

Something led them to seek permission to build this church. And something persuaded them to name the sacred place, “St. Mary’s.” We might be tempted to go for the obvious: Mary’s parents were seeking solace, and they sought to enshrine their precious daughter by naming the mission for her.  I’ve heard that explanation, and so have you. And it’s partially true. Who wouldn’t want a lasting memorial to the one they loved so dearly? That’s why we have stones in the churchyard, and that’s why the pyramids exist. But I believe there is a deeper motive for the building and naming of our beloved St. Mary’s. That is the spiritual connection to another Mary, the young Jewish woman who accepted God’s proposal, and birthed the Messiah. 

The bond between little Mary of Tuckahoe and Mary the Mother of Jesus is very strong. It is forged in faith, and its outcome is the saving of souls. I don’t know this as a fact, but my intuition tells me that when Mrs. Allen learned that Christmas Eve that she had a baby girl, the name, Mary, sounded just right. What is clear is that Virginia Allen was grounded in the Gospel; her motivation to spread the good news took three-dimensional form on River Road. She must have understood that God’s power transforms those who accept what he offers. God gave Mary a choice to conceive the Savior, and she said, “Yes;” God gave Virginia and Richard Allen a choice to rise up and celebrate their child, despite terrible sadness, and they said, “We’ll build a mission church.” The name, “Mary,” describes both saints; faith is the common denominator. 

And isn’t it interesting that August 15 is the feast of St. Mary on the liturgical calendar? One day apart from the day when little Mary entered the larger life of God’s heavenly presence. Is it coincidence or providence? It isn’t necessary for us to decide. Mary is on our mind, and it’s a good day to rejoice in her life.

The gospel text selected for this service is known as “the magnificat,” because of the Latin Vulgate translation of Luke’s Greek text. Mary’s opening line is “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” The word, magnificat, is rendered in English as “magnifies.” That is the reason for the name attached to this soliloquy, but the expression is a little awkward in today’s parlance. “Magnifies” sounds as if Mary is a bit too impressed with her importance when the opposite is the case. Modest Mary is not implying that it lies within her soul-power to make God “bigger.” That is not only absurd, but it is also impossible for any human, her special role in the Christian story notwithstanding. It would be better to hear her saying, “My soul declares the greatness of the Lord.” That’s a more accurate translation, despite the magnificent tag given to the canticle of Mary.

Mary utters this poetic pronouncement in response to a greeting from her kinswoman, Elizabeth. She has come to Elizabeth’s place in Judea to see a miracle in progress. The angel Gabriel had startled Mary with the news that she was going to conceive a child without the benefit of a husband. That kind of thing happens, but Mary’s news was different than the run-of-the-mill pregnancy outside of marriage. This child, said the angel, was to be named Jesus (which in Hebrew means, “the Lord saves”). He would be the one everyone was waiting for – the Messiah. When Mary protested, “How can this be, for I know not a man?” Gabriel increased her amazement by telling her that God would be the baby’s father. He therefore will be holy.

What’s more (could there possibly be more?), declared the angel, “Your barren cousin Elizabeth is also with child – in the sixth month of her astounding pregnancy.” The implication was that this would also serve as part of God’s unfolding drama, and that Mary should go and see what had come to pass.

In a nanosecond, Mary thought it over. The angel’s announcement was mind-boggling, but her quick response was just as earthshaking. She said, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to be according to your word.” And in that moment, the world changed. We live in Mary’s wake, and we would do well to contemplate her answer.

But first, let’s take a minute to consider Mary’s meeting with Elizabeth.  It was more than a family reunion; it was a verification of the angel’s prophecy.  Mary’s faith was such that she didn’t need that kind of validation, but perhaps she thought it would be nice to know that she wasn’t dreaming. So Mary went to see what the angel had promised.  

When she entered the home of Zechariah and her cousin, young Mary called out a salutation to the couple that God had blessed. And at the sound of Mary’s voice, Elizabeth’s child leapt within her, sensing nearness to holy child. That quickening jolt filled Elizabeth with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed to Mary: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!” That, despite the claims of Roger Staubach and the Dallas Cowboys, was the first “hail Mary.”

Elizabeth was justifiably excited. She was old, and had endured for far too long the derision of her neighbors for being childless. Now all of that had changed; she was pregnant, and happy. But she had been keeping it to herself for fear of losing the chance to do what every woman in her time was eager to do, namely to have a baby. Her husband Zechariah had been approached by Gabriel, the angel, and had heard of the great thing that was going to happen to him and Elizabeth in their advanced years. However, he wasn’t talking either – even to his wife – because the close encounter with the angel left him mute. I guess he just kept smiling as he gazed the growing abdomen of his beloved wife. I’ll wager Elizabeth returned his smile with one of her own. Here were two aging parents-to-be who were bursting with silent excitement.

Nobody knew except Mary. And it was a lot to comprehend. Her son-to-be, and Elizabeth’s, would share more than family genes. They would be related by God’s purpose, which is to redeem the world from sin and death. Jesus and his cousin John, who would be called “the Baptist,” would engage the darkness that grips the creation, and both would be victims in the struggle to save. But the light of their lives would overcome the darkness, and give us hope. The details of the drama were yet to be written, but Mary knew. She not only grasped the big picture, her soul was grasped by God’s greatness. Mary’s magnificat expresses what she contemplated in her heart by faith.

I was a college senior when the Beatles released their last album. It was called, “Let it Be.” Paul McCartney composed the title song, based on a dream he had during a time when he was caught in the throes of anxiety and paranoia. The dream was about his mother, Mary, who had died ten years earlier. According to McCartney, his mother’s presence and comforting words so moved him that he was able to recover his wellbeing afterwards. His famous lyric put it this way: “When I find myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me, speaking words of wisdom, ‘Let it be.’ And in my hour of darkness she is standing right in front of me, speaking words of wisdom, ‘Let it be.’” 

Many people, including John Lennon, recognized a biblical reference in Paul McCartney’s song. In fact, when “Let it Be” was recorded live, Lennon (who was not known for his Christian leanings) remarked in mock fashion on the tape, “And now we’d like to do Hark the Angels Come.” Nevertheless, McCartney insists that he was referring only to his mother and his liberating dream. There was nothing religious, he claimed, about “Let it Be.”

Well, there may not be anything religious, but there’s surely something spiritual about the words. What I mean is that there is a profound connection to the Mary’s faithful expression in the Gospel of Luke. When the angel Gabriel finished his stunning annunciation to Mary, she responded with grace and power. She said, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord: let it be to me according to your word.”  

“Let it be.” May it happen just as you say. I am open; I am willing. Let it be.

Call it receptivity, or acceptance, or collaboration, the spirit of Mary was, and is, the spirit of faith. Her response to the extraordinary circumstances of her young life was to trust God. And she became Mother Mary because of her fidelity to the Maker of heaven and earth. 

She said, “Let it be.” These are crystal words of wisdom. They are so life-giving that they’ve permeated our language, our dreams, and our spiritual life. They tell us, in times of trouble and in all times, to let go of the pain, and the guilt, and the fear, and to trust what God has in store for us.

Mary, the Jewish maiden, spoke these words, and Christ was born; Virginia heard these words, and heeded them, and relinquished her sorrow in favor of hope. Her Mary, in a real sense, gave birth to a mission church. 

This, then, is a good day to celebrate alma mater – our nourishing, life-giving Mother. Indeed, this is the day that the Lord hath made; rejoice and be glad in it. 

Amen. “Let it be.” 
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