Sunday 6 September 2026 Liverpool Parish Church
Evensong on The Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary

OT: Zechariah 6.9-end
NT: Mark 10.1-6

‘And first O Lord | praise and magnify thy Name

For the Most Holy Virgin-Mother of God who is the Highest of Thy Saints.
The most Glorious of all thy Creatures.

The most Perfect of all thy Works.

The nearest unto Thee, in the Throne of God.

Whom Thou didst please to make

Daughter of the Eternal Father

Mother of the Eternal Son

Spouse of the Eternal Spirit.

Tabernacle of the most Glorious Trinity.’

These words do not come from a Roman Catholic devotee of Mary. They were written by
the Anglican poet and priest Thomas Traherne, who died in 1674. It might seem surprising
to find an Anglican writer so full of high praise for Mary. In the wars of the Reformation,

veneration of Mary was often one of the casualties. For some reformers, the honour given

to Christ’s mother threatened to displace that due to Christ himself.

Many Anglicans still view devotion to Mary with puzzlement, indifference or sometimes
outright suspicion. | remember the anger | faced from one Irish Anglican after referring to

Mary as Mother of God during a communion service.

But the passage from Traherne hints at another side to the story. The Anglican church did
not end up being a hardline protestant denomination. For all the bluster of the Puritans, it
stood in the catholic tradition of the Church in England going back to the early missionaries.
So Mary was never wholly written out of the script. To this day many of our cathedrals have
impressive lady chapels and statues of Our Lady. Many churches — including this one — are
dedicated to her. At every evensong we join in Mary’s song, the Magnificat. Since the 19®
century revival of catholic forms of worship, icons, statues and pilgrimages to Mary have

become more common. And many Anglicans have rediscovered a serious interest in Our



Lady. | include myself in that. I'm a member of the Sodality of Mary, a community of Anglican

priests devoted to Mary — hence the blue scapular | am wearing this evening.

In the rest of my sermon, | want to make a gentle case for taking this seriously - for
rediscovering Mary at the heart of Christian faith, rooted in scripture and evolving through

the centuries.

The first thing | want to say sounds obvious: that without Mary there is no Jesus. But

however obvious it is, it is important. We believe that, in Christ, the Word of God is made
flesh. God becomes truly and fully human. Mary’s part in this is not an optional extra: she is
the human woman who receives, carries, births that divine Word. It is in her flesh that the

body of the Word is woven, on her care that the Word utterly depends.

As the early church reflected on what this all meant, one of the keystones was a title given
to Mary, which became increasingly popular: She was called, not just mother of our Lord,
but Mother of God. In Greek, the word is Theotokos — literally, the ‘God-bearer.” When the
councils and bishops of the church’s first centuries affirmed this title, they were affirming
Jesus’ full humanity, born of a woman. When we call Mary ‘Mother of God’ we are not only
giving her the honour due to her, but we underlining our worship of Christ. In so doing, we
are drawing on deep wells of Christian faith that go back way before the splits between

Catholic and Orthodox, let alone Catholic and Protestant.

Without Mary, no Jesus: fine; but does that mean that once she’s done her job, we can give
her no further mind? Well, let’s think about that. Is that how God uses people? Is Mary just
a vessel, a woman to be cast aside when she’s served her purpose? Putting it like that
hopefully repels us — and it is certainly not what the New Testament says. Mary treated with
respect and reverence: she is hailed as ‘full of grace’ by Gabriel, as ‘blessed among women’

by Elizabeth.

Why is this? Well, think of what the story tells us about Mary and her relationship with
God. God chooses to depend upon her. Her ‘yes’, her willing co-operation are essential to
the work of grace. God does not invade the world and subject its creatures to domination.

God invites and indwells. There is certainly a cost for Mary: a young woman, pregnant yet



unwed, betrothed to a man not the father of her child. She is not a poster girl for the ideal
family, but a woman who lives a precarious, marginal and impoverished life. And yet: she is
full of life. She travels the hill country to meet her cousin, seemingly alone; she sings the
great Magnificat, sings of the overturning of worldly power and wealth. Small wonder she

has been seen as an advocate for those facing poverty and oppression themselves.

Some feminists have understandably worried that Mary holds up an impossible ideal women:
the virgin mother, pure, humble and always subject to male power. No doubt, she has been
depicted in this way. But this version of Mary is a travesty. The symbol of the virgin birth
should have nothing to do with all-too-human hang-ups about sexual purity. It is an
affirmation that Mary is a free woman, subject to no one, the property of no man. God, as
we should know, is not a man, does not play the role of a biological father. Mary, who is

wholly human, bears the child that is God’s word of life to us.

This also means that the worry that devotion to Mary gets in the way of our relationship to
Christ is misplaced. She offers Christ to the world. She ponders his meaning. At the
wedding in Cana, she points to Christ and tells the servants to do what he tells you. She
follows him to the cross, where he entrusts her into the care of his most beloved follower.
She meets with the apostles as they pray, break bread and wait for the gift of the Spirit.

She is not in competition with God, with Christ, with the Spirit. She shows us a life in union
with God, filled with God. It reminds us of that deep calling that is the heart of the Christian
tradition: not only to believe in God, much less to believe things about God, but to share the

divine life. We are called to live in communion with God and one another.

We say this in the creed: we declare our belief in the communion of saints. The saints are
not just examples of holy lives from the past — though they are that. They are also those
who accompany us on the way of faith. They are our sisters and brothers in prayer. That is
why we have candles to light before the icon of St Nicholas, and, of course, before the icon
of Our Lady. We pray with her, we ask for her prayers, as an expression of that living
relationship.

This church has nurtured that relationship for hundreds of years. It is built on or near the
site of the 12" century St Mary of the Quay. For all that time, Our Lady has been the sign of

welcome and protection in this place, especially for seafarers and their families.



In the Maritime chapel, we see Mary standing on the prow of a boat. It reminds us of one of
her ancient titles — the stella maris, the Star of the Sea. As one who faced danger, poverty
and suffering, she kept her integrity, her courage, her song. Through it all, Mary points us to

the haven that is Christ, where we find fullness of life and joy.

On this note, we return to Thomas Traherne. His joy in devotion to Mary can hardly be

doubted. Elsewhere, he gives us this vivid image of what it is to live in Christ:

You never enjoy the world aright, till the Sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are
clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars: and perceive yourself to be
the sole heir of the whole world, and more than so, because men are in it who are
every one sole heirs as well as you. Till you can sing and rejoice and delight in God,

as misers do in gold, and Kings in sceptres, you never enjoy the world.

In the window of this church you will see Mary depicted as the woman from the Book of
Revelation in a way that echoes Traherne’s words: clothed with the sun, standing on the
moon, crowned with stars —and carrying the Christ. All this wonderful imagery represents

to us the communion to which we are called.

Mary, then, is both unique and one of us. She is the Mother of God, the first believer, our
present sister in sorrow, struggle, joy and prayer. | encourage you to get to know her, and

through her, what it means to be converted and have our joy made complete in God.

Fr Steven Shakespeare



