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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
December 16, 2012 
There’s Something About Mary 
 
Let us pray… 
 
A few years ago, I joined other clergy in a training on domestic violence.  Among lots of 
resources, we were given a questionnaire to go over with people who come to us, in 
order to determine the likelihood of the individual suffering from violence from an 
intimate partner.  Questions included:  Is there a gun in the home?  Has your partner 
ever destroyed any of your belongings?  Has your partner threatened you?  All 
questions that would logically relate to domestic violence.  And then there was this one:  
Are you pregnant?  Obviously directed toward women, the question revealed what 
statistics have shown:  simply being pregnant increases a woman’s likelihood of being 
physically or emotionally abused, even killed.   
 
Pregnancy is dangerous.  Besides domestic violence, it was not long ago that 
complications during pregnancy and childbirth were one of the leading causes of female 
mortality.  Mary would have known that, during the story retold in this morning’s 
scripture passage.  Pregnancy is dangerous.   
 In this morning’s scripture passage, we’ve got not one but two pregnant women:  Mary, 
who will be the mother of Jesus, and her cousin, Elizabeth, future mother of John.  And 
they have both upped the ante on the dangerousness of pregnancy.  Neither of them 
should be pregnant.  Elizabeth, the passage says, was “getting on in years”.  I can’t find 
any scholarship indicating a guess as to Elizabeth’s age, just that she was post-menopausal.  And she’d never been able to bear a child, so this pregnancy overcame at 
least two obstacles:  age and infertility.  Plus her husband was a temple priest, and 
when an angel told him that his wife would bear a son, he said, “I don’t think so.  She’s 
old.”  So the angel struck him mute.  Elizabeth’s husband, a temple priest, can’t talk.  
Sounds like he could be out of a job.  Another worry for the mother-to-be. 
 
Mary shouldn’t be pregnant either, but for opposite reasons.  She’s young, about 16, 
and even worse she got pregnant before she was married.  And her fiancé claimed the 
baby wasn’t his, although he came around and agreed to marry her.  According to the 
gospel of Luke, Mary has traveled to spend three months of her pregnancy with 
Elizabeth; maybe her family decided she should leave town, before the religious leaders 
thought about stoning her to death, the customary punishment for sex out of wedlock. 
So two women, facing all the dangerousness of pregnancy.  What a strange picture they 
must have made, greeting each other:  Elizabeth with grey in her hair, her back aching 
as she rushed to greet Mary.  Mary’s youthful frame, strained by traveling for two.  But 
there is only joy as they greet each other.  And the joy is not just Mary’s and Elizabeth’s, there is also joy in utero:  Elizabeth cries out to Mary that, at the sound of Mary’s voice, 
the baby in Elizabeth’s womb leapt in joy. 
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And that’s what I had written when I heard the news that elementary children had been 
killed during the school day in Newtown, CT.  Now we know 27 people were killed, 
including 20 elementary age children, before the 20-year-old shooter killed himself.  My 
brain stopped.  I turned, as I have never turned before, to Facebook.  I’m not a 
Facebook fanatic, but on Friday I couldn’t stop checking in.  I read beautiful prayers 
from all over the country, wise reflections from colleagues, and helpful resources from 
mental health professionals.  I had no words and no wisdom, but thankfully other people 
did.  And then my kids came home.  They knew nothing of the disaster, and it was not 
time to talk to them about it.  So we went through our usual Friday afternoon routine of 
filling them with an insane amount of food and packing up for karate.  I made macaroni 
and cheese through tear-blurred eyes, and was grateful my kids didn’t notice.  I focused 
on business as usual and nagged them about their backpacks and homework.  But 
apparently something was leaking through, because Spenser finally asked me why I 
was being so loving. I knew the next day I’d be yelling at them to clean their room, but 
for the moment, I couldn’t get over the ridiculous blessing of my children being safe at 
home.  And my heart couldn’t bear living in a world where other mothers’ children 
wouldn’t be coming home that night. 
 
Of course, we know that every day there are mothers and fathers crying over the death 
of their children.  Death brought by disease or accident, or tragedies like lack of food 
and clean water.  Eight children in the US will be killed in handgun violence today alone.  
Over 168 Pakistani children have been killed by US drones in the last seven years.  It’s 
not that the 28 people in Newtown matter more than all those others.  But in this 
moment, those children are our children.   
 
When I read the news on Friday, I couldn’t continue to follow my outline for this sermon.  
But I also couldn’t escape the synchronicity and delete it either.  Mary and Elizabeth met 
each other with joy, so delighted to share the details of their pregnancies.  But years 
later, both women would share the worst grief, as their children would be killed by the 
powers-that-be with acts of great violence.  Last Friday, Dec. 14, too many mothers 
joined Elizabeth and Mary in facing a world where their children could be suddenly, 
senselessly, violently killed.  I can’t shake an image of Mary and Elizabeth, hovering just 
behind each parent getting terrible news in Newtown, those ancient mothers’ tears 
mingling with those facing new loss, Elizabeth and Mary holding up the mothers and 
fathers who have just had the ground beneath them disappear. 
 
But there is more to Mary and Elizabeth than mourning.  Just like there was more to 
them than pregnancy.  Remember when the angel first came to Mary, in the first chapter 
of Luke?  The angel tells Mary she will conceive and bear a child. Mary is confused and 
compliant; her main line is “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.”  But it’s just a few verses later when Mary goes to visit 
Elizabeth.  And that’s when Mary starts to preach.  In her sermon, known as “The 
Magnificat”, she’s not the passive handmaid, she’s a revolutionary.  You already heard 
one version of the text in this morning’s scripture reading.  Hear this version from “The 
Message”: 
“And Mary said, I'm bursting with God-news;  
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I'm dancing the song of my Savior God.  
God took one good look at me, and look what happened –  
I'm the most fortunate woman on earth!  
What God has done for me will never be forgotten,  
the God whose very name is holy, set apart from all others.  
[God’s] mercy flows in wave after wave  
on those who are in awe before [God}.  
[God] bared [God’s] arm and showed [God’s] strength,  
scattered the bluffing braggarts.  
[God] knocked tyrants off their high horses, pulled victims out of the mud. The starving 
poor sat down to a banquet;  
the callous rich were left out in the cold.  
[God] embraced [God’s] chosen child, Israel;  
[God] remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high.  
It's exactly what [God] promised,  
beginning with Abraham and right up to now.” 
 
I wonder if this change in Mary from mild maidservant to radical preacher is because 
she’s felt the child move within her.  One of my colleagues says that parents think with 
their claws; parents are hard-wired to protect their children at all costs.  If any of the 
parents in Newtown had the chance, they would have stopped the bullets that struck 
their children with their own bodies.  So maybe that’s all it was, for Mary; parental 
protection stirring in her very blood. 
 
But perhaps it was more.  The Christian story proclaims that the baby Mary was 
carrying was somehow “of God”, the Christ, one with the divine presence in some 
powerful way.  So maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t maternal instinct that pulled the sermon 
from Mary’s throat; perhaps it was God.  The presence of God was stirring and growing 
within Mary, and even before it was born in the world, it was born in Mary’s words.  God 
spoke in the voice of a 16-year-old unwed mother, and promised to knock tyrants off 
high horses, and pull victims out of the mud.  God promised to be with the starving poor, 
the chosen child. 
 
The child.  The child hiding under a desk.  The child who saw his friend die.  The child 
who heard shots in the hall.  The child who died where she should have been learning, 
growing, safe.  God promised to be with the child.  And God was.  I don’t believe God 
causes things to happen, or is some anthropomorphic power who could have stopped 
the gunman.  But I do believe God is that presence Mary felt stirring within her, and that 
same God was present to each and every terrified child – no matter the age – in that 
elementary school.  And even the gunman, the lost, sick, gunman.  God was with that 
child as well. 
 
For that is the point of Christmas, the meaning of the incarnation, that God is born in our 
world, that God experiences all the highs and lows of human experience, that God cries 
our tears and feels our joy. 
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My colleague, Steve Garnaas-Holmes, pastor of the Methodist church in Acton, wrote 
these words for his daily reflection yesterday: 
It is not into a Christmas card-perfect scene 
of loveliness and reverence that Jesus comes, 
but into this rough world  
of poverty and human trafficking, 
factory fires and school shootings.  
Here, in our grief and terror,  
and in our secret shame 
of who we human beings are, 
Jesus comes to bring us God's love, 
and also to show us who we really are. 
Yes, it is awful that such tragedies happen at Christmas time, 
but … this is the whole point of Christmas: 
it is into the darkness that the light comes. 
Our world is full of violence and sadness,  
but no sooner do terrible things happen 
than God comes among us 
to be with us in our brokenness, 
with healing and forgiveness, 
comes as a child— 
amazing, always a child— 
comes saying, "I still love you, 
and even in world of hurt  
I will always be with you." 
 That is the God who is here with us, now.  Within us, in fact.  For Mary was not the only 
person to carry the divine spark within her.  Each of us nurtures a bit of God within 
ourselves, a bit of the holy, a bit of the Christ, a bit of the eternal spirit of love.  The 
question is, do we listen to it, do we nurture it, do we let it grow?  Do we keep it 
contained or, like Mary, let the voice of God come roaring out of our own mouths? 
 
It’s too soon, yet, to know how our society will be touched by the terrible losses of 
December 14.  Gun laws might change.  We might get more fearful.  Maybe we’ll 
increase funding for mental health programs.  Maybe we’ll dress our kids in bulletproof 
vests.  It’s too soon to tell.  But it’s not too soon to decide what to do with the  bit of 
God we carry within.  Let us shout for justice, preach compassion for all, sing to sooth 
the spirit, stir up the crowd to march for love.   
 
A light shines in the darkness, and the darkness does not overcome it.  This is the 
promise of Christmas.  And Hanukkah, and Solstice, and Divali for that matter.  The whole of humanity hopes – believes – knows that there is a Light stronger and brighter 
and warmer than any small, cold, dark corner.  Call that Light God or Christ or YHWH or 
Spirit or Dharma or Lakshmi – the name is irrelevant, it’s the light that matters.  And so, 
this morning, seeking to connect to that light around the world, we light candles.  
Candles floating on water, like the waters of chaos from which everything came, like the 
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water of baptism that promises new life, like the water of the womb in which each child 
is nurtured.  I invite you to join me in a liturgy of light.  After we light each of the nine 
candles, Ill say “We light this candle in the darkness” and I invite you to respond, “And 
the darkness will not overcome it.” 
 
NINE CANDLES 
We light this candle for… 
 
God of love.   
God who was there before the first bullet struck,  
catching each body as it fell,  
taking in each Spirit as it came home.   
The same God who is with those of us left behind,  
equally comforting us and spurring us to action. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
Children killed.   
For all that they were,  
and all that they will never be,  
and the command for us all  
to make their potential manifest in the world.   
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
Adults killed.   
Teachers, administrators, a parent,  
people dedicating their lives to nurturing and protecting children,  
now their companions to eternity. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
First responders.   
Police, firefighters, medical staff and all those who found the bodies, treated the 
wounded, counseled the grieving, saved or mourned lives,  
and now carry their own trauma. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
Family.   
Parents, grandparents, siblings, friends,  
who somehow have to face a world  
without the children and adults killed on Friday.   
There is no way to explain their loss, no way to justify it,  
but we bear witness to their grief. 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
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Children who survived.   
For all the children of Sandy Brook Elementary School  
who were blessed to go home Friday night,  
but can’t get the sound of bullets out of their ears. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
Teachers, administrators, staff.   
Adults who work at Sandy Brook Elementary  
who are trained and dedicated to caring for children,  
many of whom became literal life-savers on Friday, 
who now must find a way to go back to work  
so they can continue to nurture children. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
[Shooter.] 
Remembering that Jesus calls us to love and pray for our enemies,  
we light this candle for the 20 year old man who,  
from the darkness of mental illness,  
shot and killed 27 beautiful children of God. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
 
All of us.   
For our fear.  For our pain.  For our brokenness.  For our vulnerability.   
For our anger.  For our inadequacy.   
For our power.  For our strength.  For our hope.  For our love. 
 
We light this candle in the darkness.  And the darkness will not overcome it. 
Amen. 
 
 


