
A Sermon for the Feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary

The Church of the Transfiguration, New York

August 16, 2015

The Rt Rev Andrew R St. John, Rector

On Wednesday afternoon I heard of John Scott’s sudden death at age 59. John was 
the distinguished Director of Music at St Thomas’ Fifth Avenue with whom my 
friend Corey has sung for the past 10 years.  As if John’s death were not enough he 
leaves behind his wife, Lily, who is expecting their first child next month. I did not 
know John well but admired him as a musician very much. However his sudden 
death, and the loss that that entails plus the tragedy of his pregnant wife as well 
Corey’s grief really affected me.  What do you do in the face of such news?  It was 
nearing Evening Prayer time so I thought I would sit quietly in the Chapel in order 
to try and process this sad news. But once I sat down I looked across to the statue 
of Mary and Child and instinctively went over to it, lit a candle, and knelt and 
prayed for a time; for John and for the repose of his soul; for Lily his wife and their
child in her womb; for all those like Corey and the St Thomas’ family in their in 
their shock and grief; and just to help me deal with the death of someone like John 
at the very peak of his career.

That Mary shrine in the Holy Family Chapel with its famous Richard Westmacott 
statue from 1825, is much prayed at. Every day the candles are all lit to accompany
prayers made before it.  What is it that draws people to Mary in time of need, in 
time of perplexity, in time of suffering, and in time of tragedy?  It is a good 
question to ask on the Sunday when we keep the Feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

The first thing I would say is that we turn to Mary because she understands.  Mary 
herself is a person who has suffered like us.  After all she had to deal with giving 
birth in very unsatisfactory circumstances, away from home and in poor 
conditions. Then no sooner than her son was born she, Joseph and the baby were 
forced to flee Herod’s anger and paranoia and become refugees for a time in Egypt.
Then Mary knew the suffering of raising an unusual child. The incident when Jesus
stayed behind in the Temple at age 12 causing great anxiety for his parents is only 
a glimpse of the experience of parenting a teenager. And then we know that during 
the ministry of Jesus as reported in the gospels Mary experienced ambivalent 



feelings toward her precocious and very different child.  The incident at Cana of 
Galilee in John’s gospel says it all.  After Jesus seemingly rebukes Mary for 
interfering she instructs the servants to do whatever Jesus told them. For all his 
apparent unpredictability Mary believed the promise made to her at the 
Annunciation by the angel Gabriel that her child was to be none other than the 
Messiah, the Lord.  And last but by no means least Mary suffered at the foot of the 
Cross of Jesus as she and the other women watched and waited as Jesus hung there
and slowly died. Is it any wonder that we turn to Mary in times of need because 
she like us knows suffering.

But there is more to it than that.  Above me we see the beautiful Venetian mosaic of
the Annunciation, one of the earliest pieces of art in this church. In that much loved
incident in Luke’s Gospel the angel Gabriel addressed Mary: “Greeting favored 
one! The Lord is with you!” Or perhaps more familiarly: “Hail Mary, full of Grace.
The Lord is with you.” And in the Latin form so familiar from music: “Ave Maria, 
gratia plena.” Mary is not only recognized by the archangel as “full of grace”, as 
one favored by God, but also as the one chosen by God to be the Mother of the 
Incarnate one, Jesus.  For all Mary’s perplexity, Gabriel continues: “Do not be 
afraid Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now you will conceive in 
you womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will 
be called the Son of the Most High, and Lord God will give to him the throne of 
his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever and of his 
kingdom there will be no end.” To which Mary replied: “How can these thing be 
since I am a virgin?” And the angel continued: “The Holy Spirit will come upon 
you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to 
be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.”  In other words we turn to 
Mary in time of need not only because she understands but that she is someone like
us especially chosen by God to bear his incarnate Son Jesus. Mary is a holy person,
God’s Chosen One, the One set apart by God for a stupendous vocation, to be the 
God-bearer, the Theotokos (her most ancient title).  

To this extraordinary announcement Mary made the equally amazing response: 
“Here I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” In that 
moment Mary becomes not only the obedient one, but in fact the First Disciple, the
first to recognize God’s saving work in and through Jesus Christ.   Mary is one of 



us as a human being; she is one with us as baptized Christians, as disciples of 
Jesus, she is our fellow disciple, indeed the Mother of all disciples.

Above all she is the Mother of the Incarnate One, Jesus.  At the heart of our faith is
God’s revelation of God’s very self in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Jesus is 
God incarnate. And “incarnate” simply means “made flesh”. And to be made flesh 
one needs to be born. Like us Jesus was born to the Blessed Virgin Mary, the 
Theotokos, the God Bearer in its Greek form, the Mother of God as traditionally 
translated in the Latin West. That last title may provoke our Protestant sensibilities.
In recent years in the Anglican Roman Catholic dialog agreement has been reached
on a more helpful title, “Mother of the Incarnate God”, which lays to rest some of 
those fears.  In other words the logic of the incarnation needs to fully embrace 
Mary’s role. She has an integral part in God’s saving plan for us. 

At the end of this service we are all going to process to the Transept to the Mary 
shrine there to say the Angelus, a traditional Marian devotion.  It is printed in your 
bulletins after the blessing. You will see that the Angelus is based on the 
Annunciation and that the Incarnation is highlighted with the words from St John’s 
Gospel: “And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.”  This devotion 
reminds us that we turn to Mary as God’s chosen one; as the Mother of Jesus, the 
Incarnate God; as the First Disciple who models discipleship for us in her 
obedience to God’s word; and as one with whom we can identify our suffering and 
our needs. We do not pray to Mary as such for all prayer is made to God through 
Jesus in the Spirit. But rather we identify our prayers with Mary’s prayer, as with 
her we approach the throne of God.

Today we honor Mary, Mother of God Incarnate, Mother of all disciples, and God’s
Chosen One, who inspires our Christian journey and aids our prayer. 

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women and
blessed is the fruit of you womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, prayer for us 
sinners now and at the hour of our death.” Amen


