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Hail Mary: Wisdom for Protestants 
A sermon preached by Rev. Rachel Knuth, Community Church of Sebastopol  

August 15, 2021 

 

I. 

I do share a birthday with the Feast Day of the Assumption of Mary. To be honest with 

you, as a young teenager growing up in the ‘80s, I always wanted my birthday to 

coincide with a different Madonna’s birthday, which is tomorrow. But it’s probably better 

to share a birthday with the Queen of Heaven rather than the Queen of Pop.  

 

So yes, this is the Feast Day of the Assumption, the day when Roman Catholics, 

Lutherans, and Episcopalians celebrate the raising up of Mary, the Mother of Jesus, 

into heaven. The tradition of Mary being taken body and soul into heaven dates back to 

the 4th century, but it wasn’t proclaimed Catholic doctrine until 1950. The word 

“assumption” in this context means “taken up,” and it’s similar to the Ascension of 

Jesus-- except in the Assumption, Mary is taken up to heaven as an act of God, 

whereas Jesus ascends of his own divine power. Being bodily assumed into heaven is 

viewed as an affirmation of Mother Mary’s immaculate nature.  

 

I’ve been learning that on August 15th around the world, people celebrate the 

Assumption of Mary with food and fireworks, street processions, and the blessing of 

farms and gardens with the first fruits of the harvest season. Our first fruits here in 

Sebastopol are apples, of course. It’s really kind of wonderful this important holiday 

coincides with Apple Pie weekend here at our church. If we were Catholic, we might 

carry a statue of Mary and process around the block singing songs, before coming 

back to feast on pie. We might plant a Mary Garden with forget-me-nots, maidenhair 

ferns, and baby’s breath. We might share a big meal together and search up a 

procession in Paris or Cantillana to watch on a big screen, and shout “Salve Regina!” 
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which means “Hail Queen!” It’s really one of those holy days that is global in nature, 

with local twists on the celebrations. 

 

If you grew up celebrating Mary’s Assumption into Heaven, I would love to hear about 

what that was like, and how it was important to your family and your church. And if 

you’re like me and this is a new-to-you holy day, I’d love to hear your thoughts about 

what reverence for Mother Mary might or might not mean for you. 

 

I didn’t grow up with the Assumption of Mary as a holy day, and preparing for this 

sermon made me wonder about my home church in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where I 

was raised Presbyterian. Theologically, there was nothing spoken about Mary, 

probably because--like most Presbyterian churches-- there was an emphasis on 

biblical texts and intellectualism. Not in a cold way, because actually, my church was 

quite warm, but in a way that is skeptical of ideas not rooted in the Bible, and slightly 

allergic to emotionalism in church. When I think of emotionalism in church my cynical 

self is brought back to being a teenager in Baton Rouge, where an infamous 

televangelist named Jimmy Swaggart was known for crying on camera and asking for 

donations. I was 14 when my Mom taught me to drive a car in the parking lot of the 

Jimmy Swaggart Family Worship Center, because it was the biggest parking lot near 

our house. I knew all too well what it looked like for emotion in church to be used for 

manipulation. Thankfully, my home church was the opposite of that--small, cozy, 

thoughtful. The other piece I wonder about, is being Presbyterian in a city that was 

overwhelmingly French Catholic. Was there an unconscious attempt to separate from 

the surrounding Catholic culture in general-- and so reverence for Mother Mary would 

have been something to avoid? I don’t have any answers, but it’s interesting to step 

back with the bird’s eye view and wonder. People do things for reasons, and these 

reasons are worth trying to understand. (Schulman) 

 

II. 
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So, this sermon is not going to be about whether the Assumption of Mary is a 

theologically sound church doctrine or belief. This sermon is not going to be about how 

Mary the Virgin Mother of Jesus is seen as a model for women that is unattainable, 

and what that has meant for women through the centuries. This sermon is not even 

going to be about whether we might pray to Mary, whether Protestants are too quick to 

dismiss theology of Mary, or whether Mary died before she was Assumed into heaven. 

Those are five sermons for another time. (I know you can’t wait!) 

 

On this day, in this apple town, at this church, we are going Christmas-in-August, to 

consider the Angel Gabriel’s greeting to Mary. We usually hear Gabriel’s words 

translated as, “Greetings Favored One, the Lord is with Thee.” But it’s just as correct to 

translate these words in the Gospel of Luke as, “Hail Mary, Full of Grace.” And our 

question today is: What does it mean to be “full of grace?” And what can we do in 

moments when we feel “less-than full-of-grace”?  

 

III. 

The Greek word for “you favored with grace” is kecharitomene. The word “charity,” or 

“charis,” is embedded in kecharitomene. A charis-filled person is one filled up with 

kindness. We probably can all think of someone who has shown kindness to us, and 

I’d guess in this beautiful crowd, you all have been that sign of grace to someone else. 

 

I recently attended an online workshop, where people who identify politically as “red” or 

“blue” were gathered to learn skills for how to talk with each other. (spoiler alert: it’s a 

lot about learning to listen across differences). Anyway, there was a singer who 

opened the workshop, and she dedicated her opening song to a friend who had just 

died of cancer. She said her friend, “used her suffering as an excuse to become extra 

kind.” I imagine this friend was kecharitomene, full of grace. Many of us have seen 

people on a journey with illness display extraordinary courage and grace-- I think of 

Lizann Bassham, a former Associate Minister of this church who died of cancer a few 
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years ago, and so many more in this congregation who have faced the suffering of 

terminal illness with a sense of peace. Being graceful in this way means to remain 

strong in the face of adversity.  

 

But there are multiple definitions of grace. Being graceful can also mean resisting 

temptation. By that I mean, resisting the temptation to give in to frustration, impatience, 

resentment and rage. This takes a lot of effort, because it actually kind of feels good to 

give in to our negative reactions, have you ever noticed that? I have, oh wow it can feel 

really good to yell back at someone who’s in your face. But a graceful person is 

someone who maintains their composure even when circumstances are falling apart, 

or the people around them are malfunctioning. The photograph that sticks out in my 

mind is from a protest in Baton Rouge after the murder of Alton Sterling-- maybe you 

remember it too-- the picture of a young woman in a flowy sundress as she walks 

calmly toward police in full riot gear. Ieshia Evans was a sign of grace that day. 

 

I think grace is really important, not just for our own personal lives, but for our 

community and our country as a whole. We have been living in a time when escalation 

is socially and politically rewarded, when giving in to rage piles on top of itself, and the 

media often feeds the reactivity, and the end result, over and again, is violence. I read 

this week that hate crimes against Asian-Americans have increased dramatically 

during the pandemic. When we think about the heated rhetoric early on in the 

pandemic, coupled with the impulse to want to blame someone else when we are 

suffering, and a broken internal compass that gives in to group-think, this is where we 

end up. It’s not just right wing extremists who escalate. I read recently about a 

professor who was in an inclusion workshop and openly disagreed with the format of 

part of the workshop. She spoke intellectually about her disagreement, but was met 

with such push-back that she was reprimanded, her campus credentials revoked, and 

a process begun to reverse her tenure. All she did was disagree on the principles, but 
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the reaction was fierce and punitive. Our society as a whole seems to be ready to 

pounce on others who look or think differently, and escalate into the stratosphere. 

 

What if, along the way, there was social pressure to de-escalate, and people listened 

to their better angels, earlier on? What if we held ourselves to a higher standard to 

bring forward our best selves? What if we could elevate the conversation even when 

we feel afraid and deep inside we feel the temptation to blame someone for our pain? 

What if we could be curious about another person’s thoughts and listen to their position 

without letting difference shut down the whole conversation? What if being in 

relationship was more important to us than being right? 

 

Perhaps a simpler way of saying all this is that an approach that’s full of grace elevates 

rather than escalates a situation. When Mary is visited by the Angel Gabriel, we know 

she is “troubled” by the strange greeting he gives her. But she doesn’t give in to that 

troubled feeling, she doesn’t run away or put him down or blame him for surprising her; 

she stays in conversation with the Angel. She maintains her composure even while 

feeling troubled on the inside, and she listens to what he has to say. She manages her 

self with grace.  

 

How can we try to do the same? 

 

It sounds simple, but one way to invite thoughtfulness, is to take a breath. [breathe] 

Mindfulness practices have been studied enough now that we can understand the 

physiology behind taking a breath and calming the nervous system so we can think 

more clearly. This has the added bonus of delaying our automatic reaction.  

 

And after we take a breath, it can help to get off the dance floor and go visit the 

balcony. That means getting perspective on whatever conflict or intense situation we 

find ourselves in. Because when we’re too close we have really poor vision. Often, we 
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need to back up, get out of the emotional field, so we can manage ourselves better. 

And you probably already know what helps you gain perspective when you’re too close 

to a situation. Does it help to journal or diagram the relationships you’re in? Does it 

help to get totally away, by going to the beach or away for a weekend so you can see 

your role more clearly? Does it help to research how others have handled a similar 

situation? I bet you already know what your balcony looks like. You might even use 

your imagination to think of Mary, Queen of Heaven, and what her perspective might 

be--she has the ultimate balcony view. 

 

So, take a breath, go to the balcony. There are probably tons more strategies, but I’ll 

offer just one more: Surround yourself with people who promote acceptance of 

difference, and who will lovingly invite you to examine complexity. Hopefully this is an 

invitation to come to church! I mean, we are a group of pretty different people with 

varying ideas and theologies, if you look around our outdoor sanctuary, you can see 

there are a lot of differences in this circle. Being a church where it is acceptable to 

share differences, where we are kind to one another and care for each other even 

when we don’t agree, is a church that can transform individuals and community. The 

second part of this is an invitation to see how our interactions are often pretty complex, 

and sometimes we have more of a role in them than we care to admit. So it helps to 

surround ourselves with people who will tell us the truth, with love, because they care 

about us and want us to keep growing in grace.  

 

We don’t have to look far to find examples of grace in our own church. As with any 

family or community, circumstances can make it challenging to bring our best selves 

and our best thinking to the table. But when we do, it can make a huge difference to 

those around us. One person I’ve observed consistently bringing their best self and 

their best thinking, along with tools and wisdom for being in community together, is our 

church Moderator, Bob Curtis. He is someone who shows grace under pressure, he 

facilitates our Leadership Council meetings and recently led the Council retreat with 
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expertise and joy, and he is an all around wonderful person. I’m grateful for his 

continuing leadership, and just hope some of his grace will rub off on me!  

 

IV. 

Take a breath, go to the balcony, be in community. These are three strategies we 

might try in our attempts to be more “full of grace.” Beyond that, I invite all of us to let 

Mary’s active and living faith inspire us and give us hope. May we allow her life and 

assumption to elevate our own conversations, that we might elevate our families, our 

church community, our town, and our nation. And in closing I want to share with you 

this 1200-year-old prayer for Mary’s Assumption, by St. Bernard of Clairvaux:  

O glorious Virgin, Queen of heaven! ….Give thy mildness to the world, give of the 

grace thou hast found with God. Obtain by thy blessed intercession, grace for the 

guilty, recovery for the sick, strength for the faint-hearted, aid for those in peril! 

Dispense to us thy servants, who on this glorious festival-day invoke thy sweetest 

name, O gentlest Queen, the grace of Jesus Christ, thy Son, our Lord and God, to 

whom be glory forever. Amen. 


