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Perhaps you are familiar with folk singer Patty Griffin’s musical reflection on the mother of 
Jesus, Mary.  Perhaps the song is something new.  Regardless, the language that Griffin uses to 
paint a vocal picture of the Mother of our Lord is rather evocative.  Covered in roses.  Covered in 
ashes.  Covered in babies.  Covered in slashes. Covered in wilderness.  Covered in stains.  Such 
poetry probably isn’t the stuff of many Christmas Eve sermons.  However, the phrasing seems 
powerfully apt, given how the music and the myriad images around this season domesticate and 
airbrush the nativity.  And while it is obvious to say, Mary is key.  
 

For Mary, this poor, teenage, uneducated, unsophisticated, unimpressive, and unwed mother, 
plays a critical role in the divine drama that we observe this night.  While Jesus is front and 
center at Christmas, Mary certainly shares the stage.  The term the Greeks use to name 
Mary--Theotokos--places an exclamation point on her importance: God-bearer!  Moreover, the 
presence of Mary underscores the power and the poignancy of the incarnation.  God entering into 
life through the vulnerability and the weakness of not just an infant child but also entering 
through the fragility and the frailty of a young girl in Roman occupied Palestine of the first 
century.  If we listen closely to the story, her presence may just burst our ideas of any neat and 
tidy, decorous and demure, rational and reasonable birth.  Indeed, birth is anything but neat and 
tidy.  Furthermore, God’s entrance fully into our reality does not come on a cloud or with an 
entourage of angels or amidst the upper echelon of privilege.  Rather, God enters through the cry 
of a tiny babe, amidst the feed and the refuse of a barn, as a homeless refugee, chock full of 
vulnerability and adversity, and, to cap it off, God enters through a woman, well, not even a 
woman.  A teenage girl more likely.  No status.  No power.  No prestige.  No nothing!  
 

Yet, in the mystery of the incarnation, Mary partners with God.  A consort with the divine for the 
holy to enter in.  Thus, Mary plays a pivotal role in all that we reflect on this evening and 
recognize as the heart of Christianity.  She offers an important feminine presence amidst the 
too-often masculine frame offered for God.  At the core, that which we reflect upon is 
incarnation.  Enfleshment.  Embodiment.  God not just with us but God one of us, God in us. 
And while there is amazingly beautiful art and music that has been created to observe this reality, 
we cannot deny the difficulties, messiness, and vulnerability of incarnation.  Because we live in 
the flesh, we know the limits and the conundrum posed by our corporeal reality.  Indeed, while 
we spend a good deal of time, energy, and money seeking to escape the confinements of our 
flesh, the irony of this night is that God chooses to don the fleshly guise of humanity. 
Furthermore, God not only chooses embodiment, God chooses to reside in the place that, given 
the opportunity or power, we would most certainly reject.  
For who among us would actively choose for ourselves a life lived at the margins of society, with 
little to no power, no choice, no voice, no status?  Who among us would select to enter into the 



world where not only are there limits but danger, violence, and insecurity abound around food, 
finance, work, health, and relationships?  Who among us would willingly give up power, 
pre-eminence, and influence to experience how the other 99% live?  Thus, incarnation in this 
context pushes the limits of our understandings or appetites.  
 

While we admire the body and its beauty and wonder, we must also wrestle with its 
unseemliness and infirmity.  While we marvel at the feats of our bodies that amaze, illustrating 
grace, strength, and artistry, we also reside in those same bodies that betray us in susceptibility to 
disease, acquiesce to diminishment, decline, and, ultimately, death.  On good days, we love the 
world and the life we have been given.  On many days, I suspect that we live with deep and 
abiding questions that accentuate our conflict over the world and the life we have been given. 
On still other days, we long to transcend what has become--for a time or for more--a cell.  The 
body is most wondrous and most horrifying.  
 

Which is further confirmation of the importance and power of Mary.  She is in the world.  No 
denying her vulnerability, her limits, and her exposure.  Yet, she embodies the strength, courage, 
and trust that is fundamental to life.  Furthermore, Mary bears this life even with the knowledge 
of its transiency and temporality, recognizing like parents throughout time that there are no 
assurances.  While she ponders the gift of this night, Mary also prepares for the other vigil that 
she will carry out only a few decades later.  What transpires in the nativity is not just the divine 
becoming human, but the human bearing the hope of the divine for all the world and for all time. 
Indeed, Mary’s hope in bringing life into the world signifies the act of eons of humans bearing 
up against the forces of nature, the threats of society, and the changes and chances of life to bear 
life, hope for a better day, and plant the seed of love that will bear fruit.  This action, reminds me 
of a quote by Kathleen Norris regarding incarnation.  It is apt.  While Norris speaks of 
incarnation, she may as well speak of Mary:  
 

For me, the Incarnation is the place, if you will, where hope contends with fear.  
Not an antique doctrine at all, but reality–as ordinary as my everyday struggles with  
fears great and small, as exalted as the hope that allows me some measure of peace  
when I soldier on in the daily round.  When a place or time seems touched by God, it  
is an overshadowing, a sudden eclipsing of my priorities and plans.  But even in terrible 
circumstances and calamities, in matters of life and death, if I sense that I am in the 
shadow of God, I find light, so much light that my vision improves dramatically.  I know 
that holiness is near.  And it is not robed in majesty.  It does not assert itself with the raw 
power of empire (not even the little empire of me in which I all too often reside), but it 
waits in puzzlement, it hesitates.  Coming from Galilee, as it were, from a place  
of little hope, it revels the ordinary circumstances of my life to be full of mystery, and                 
gospel, which means ‘good news.’  

 



Mary--performed by Patty Griffin  
 
Mary you're covered in roses, you're covered in ashes 
You're covered in rain 
You're covered in babies, you're covered in slashes 
You're covered in wilderness, you're covered in stains 
You cast aside the sheet, you cast aside the shroud 
Of another man, who served the world proud 
You greet another son, you lose another one 
On some sunny day and always stay, Mary 
 

Jesus says Mother I couldn't stay another day longer 
Fly's right by me and leaves a kiss upon her face 
While the angels are singin' his praises in a blaze of glory 
Mary stays behind and starts cleaning up the place 
 

Mary she moves behind me  
She leaves her fingerprints everywhere 
Every time the snow drifts, every time the sand shifts 
Even when the night lifts, she's always there 
 

Jesus said Mother I couldn't stay another day longer 
Fly's right by me and leaves a kiss upon her face 
While the angels are singin' his praises in a blaze of glory 
Mary stays behind and starts cleaning up the place 
 

Mary you're covered in roses, you're covered in ruin 
you're covered in secrets 
You're covered in treetops, you're covered in birds 
who can sing a million songs without any words 
You cast aside the sheets, you cast aside the shroud 
of another man, who served the world proud 
You greet another son, you lose another one 
on some sunny day and always stay 
Mary, Mary, Mary 



"THE WORD BECAME FLESH, " wrote John, "and dwelt among us, full of grace 
and truth" (John 1:14). That is what incarnation means. It is untheological. It is 
unsophisticated. It is undignified. But according to Christianity, it is the way things 
are. 
All religions and philosophies that deny the reality or the significance of the material, 
the fleshly, the earthbound, are themselves denied. Moses at the burning bush was told 
to take off his shoes because the ground on which he stood was holy ground (Exodus 
3:5), and incarnation means that all ground is holy ground because God not only made 
it but walked on it, ate and slept and worked and died on it. If we are saved anywhere, 
we are saved here. And what is saved is not some diaphanous distillation of our bodies 
and our earth, but our bodies and our earth themselves. Jerusalem becomes the New 
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven like a bride adorned for her husband 
(Revelation 21:2). Our bodies are sown perishable and raised imperishable (1 
Corinthians 15:42). 
One of the blunders religious people are particularly fond of making is the attempt to 
be more spiritual than God. 
--Frederick Buechner 
 
 


