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Light Street Presbyterian Church - December 17, 2017 
 
Tim Hughes Williams 
 
Sermon:  Labor of Love 

 
 
 
Old Testament Lesson: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 
61The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because 
the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to 
bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives, and release to the prisoners; 2to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the 
day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who 
mourn; 3to provide for those who mourn in 
Zion— to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the 
mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. They 
will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting 

of the Lord, to display his glory. 4They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall 
raise up the former devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the 
devastations of many generations.  
 

 8For I the Lord love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give 
them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting covenant with 
them.9Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their offspring 
among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are a people 
whom the Lord has blessed.  10I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being 
shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, he 
has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself 
with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 11For as the earth 
brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so 
the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the 
nations. 
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New Testament Lesson:  Luke 1:39-56 
 

39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill 
country, 40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted 
Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her 
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a loud 
cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 43And 
why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 44For as 
soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for 
joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what 
was spoken to her by the Lord.”46And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the 
Lord, 47and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 48for he has looked with favor on 
the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me 
blessed; 49for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his 
name. 50His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. 51He 
has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of 
their hearts. 52He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted 
up the lowly; 53he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty. 54He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his 
mercy, 55according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to 
his descendants forever.” 56And Mary remained with her about three months and 
then returned to her home. 
 
Sermon:  Labor of Love 
 

 
 
It was the theologian Karl Barth 
who said that preachers are 
supposed to offer their sermons 
with the Bible in one hand and the 
newspaper in the other.  It’s a good 
line.   
 
The idea is that our study of 
Scripture should never happen in a 
vacuum.  It shouldn’t be divorced 

from the never-ending sequence of headlines that parade past us on a daily 
basis.  Actually, the word “sequence” is probably too generous.  “Sequence” 
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suggests that events wait patiently in single-file line for our attention.  
“Barrage” feels more accurate.  It was difficult this year to keep up with the 
news and information breaking all around us.   
 
There have been days, I will confess, when it felt like an act of self-care to 
ignore the news – to turn off CNN, to stay away from Twitter.  You gotta do 
what you gotta do to stay sane. 
 
But if Barth is correct that we should read our Bibles through the lens of the 
world, then I suppose the reverse is also true: that we should read our news 
through the lens of our Bibles.  Not always literally, of course. But they should 
speak to each other. They should inform each other. 
 
This spiritual discipline of rooting the story of God and God’s people in the 
real-time events of our world is one reason why Bible study never gets old to 
me.  It is amazing how we can return to these ancient stories again and again 
and again, only to hear something new. 
 

*** 
 

 
 
Take Mary, for example.  Our 
reading today picks up just after 
the familiar story of the 
Annunciation - the day that an 
angel came to an unwed 
teenage girl and shared the 
outrageous notion that she 
would be the mother of the Son 
of God.  Plenty of feminist ink 
has been spilled on the subject 
of whether or not Mary was a 
free agent in that whole 

arrangement.  Did she agree to bear the child or was the news simply dropped 
on her like a ton of bricks?  There are arguments for both cases, but today’s 
text makes an argument for the former.  Mary is no longer the trembling, 
uncertain girl you catch a glimpse of in her interaction with Gabriel.  She 
travels to her cousin Elizabeth with a kind of bold expectancy.   
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“Surely from now on, all nations will call me blessed,” she says, “for the Mighty 
One has done great things for me.”   
 
Sitting there alongside her pregnant cousin, Mary offers up her famous song, 
which we call the “Magnificat.”.  She can’t believe that God chose her – a poor 
and virtually invisible woman - to gift with this honor.  If you just read those 
first lines of the Magnificat, you might mistake Mary for someone who won 
the lottery or learned that she was Oprah’s estranged daughter.  A one-in-a-
million windfall.   
 

 
 
But then Mary pans way 
back, locating her personal 
story in the much larger 
story of God’s cosmic work 
in the world.  “His mercy is 
for those who fear him,” she 
says.  “He has shown 
strength with his arm, he has 

scattered the proud, brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted 
up the lowly.  He has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich 
away empty.”   
 
As the Magnificat unfolds, you start to realize that Mary doesn’t see herself as 
incredibly lucky.  She sees herself as a part of God’s revolution.   I use the 
world “revolution” in its most literal sense, as in a turning.  God is turning the 
powers that be on their axis, bringing down the powerful and exalting the 
poor and hungry.  Just to be clear, we’re not talking about a charity program 
that fills in all the holes and opportunity deficits until everyone is equally rich.  
Mary’s talking about something much more radical - a world in which the 
price tags are switched and the balances of power are reversed. If those of us 
with considerable resources and power in the wealthiest country in the world 
aren’t made uncomfortable by the Magnificat, it simply reveals that we don’t 
believe it to be true. 
 
And yet, in offering her prophetic song, Mary joins a line of women whose 
songs ring out throughout the Jewish tradition:  
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Miriam, after crossing the Red Sea, sang a song of triumph that God delivered 
her people from slavery. (Exodus 15:20) 
 
Deborah, in the time of judges, sang a song of triumph that God would help 
Israel defeat its powerful neighbors, consolidating the nation.  (Judges 5) 
 
And Hannah, the mother of Samuel, sang a song when the corrupt priests of 
Israel failed the people.  This is a thing.  (1 Samuel 2) 
 
With the Magnificat, Mary’s got a new song, but she is singing within a 
tradition.  She adds her verse to this chorus of subversive freedom.  The 
grammar nerds among us will be quick to point out that most of the verbs in 
the song are conjugated in the Greek Aorist tense, a tense that doesn’t 
translate very easily into English.  The closest rendering we have is the 
Present Perfect Tense, which is what you see here in the NRSV Translation.  
The Present Perfect Tense indicates an action that was completed or perfected 
in the past and yet continues to this day. But that doesn’t quite capture the 
paradoxical sense of the Aorist Tense.  Hence in our Bibles, Mary says, “God 
has shown strength with his arm; God has scattered the proud; God has 
brought down the powerful and lifted up the lowly.”  But really, the Aorist 
Tense is most accurately understood as something like, “God has done in the 
past, and God will continue do it.”   
 

 
 
It has already 
happened.  It 
continues to 
happen.  This is 
notable to me as I 
imagine Mary, 
teenage, poor, and 
pregnant, carrying 
this baby she 
believes will 
change the world.  
You might expect 
her to say, “God 
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will show strength, God will scatter the proud, God will bring down the 
powerful.”  But in a very significant way, Mary sees that happening already.  
How is that possible, I wonder, as Mary is a peasant woman in a small nation 
groaning under the weight of the Roman Empire?  Let’s be clear – Mary’s 
world was a horror show. Herod is about to unleash a wave of violence against 
all Jewish boys in an effort to kill Jesus.  Jews who were rightly or wrongly 
arrested in Roman-occupied Israel were pushed through kangaroo courts and 
publically crucified to shame the victim and terrorize the public.   
 
While Mary can’t know what will happen to her son Jesus, she is all too 
familiar with what happens to boys who look like Jesus.  And yet she says, 
“God has done great things for me.  Bless God’s holy name.”   
 
If you are like me, you hear some cognitive dissonance in that statement of 
faith.  You hear two conflicting Christmas choirs, singing two very different 
tunes.  Maybe, just maybe, we have to make room for all of the above.  
Campaigns of terror, outrageous hopefulness, a world about to turn – already 
turning – on its axis.   
 

*** 

 
 
 
Regina Hammond moved to 
Baltimore 30 years ago.  
 
She has lived now for three 
decades in the Johnston 
Square community. Are you 
familiar with Johnston 
Square?  It’s a little 
neighborhood east of the 
Jones Falls Expressway in 
Central Baltimore.  
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It’s surrounded on 
three sides by 
formidable 
boundaries: the 
interstate to the west, 
the Greenmount 
Cemetery to the 
north, and former 
Baltimore City prison 
to the south.  You can 
imagine how those 
kind of boundaries 
might inform your 

imagination as a child – the cemetery, the underpass, the prison.   
 
According to the Baltimore Sun, one in three houses in Johnston Square is 
vacant.  The neighborhood has the third highest homicide rate in the city and 
the second-lowest life expectancy rate, at 68 years. 1 There’s no grocery store 
in the neighborhood and other services, like programs for youth, are scarce.  
But Regina didn’t know that when she and her husband moved there 30 years 
ago.   
 
“I was excited to be able to own my own home and live in a city with jobs and 
opportunities,” she told me earlier this week at a clergy breakfast. “I didn’t 
know then that the whole neighborhood was deteriorating.”   
 

                                                      
1 “Growth in Johnston Square Is Around The Corner,” by Sarah Gantz.  Baltimore Sun, 
September 17, 2017. 
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She was a young 
woman in a 
dangerous 
neighborhood.  The 
only park in the 
area, Ambrose 
Kennedy, was a 
gathering space for 
drug users and full 
of garbage.  Her 
husband Keith 
spent his 
afternoons chasing 
teenagers out of 

their backyard and she worried for his safety.  Over the decades, there had 
been various neighborhood associations but Regina felt like they had the same 
conversations every year and nothing ever changed.  It was almost worse than 
having no meetings at all. “I saw a lot of deterioration,” she said. “I saw a 
whole lot of kids with nothing to do but destroy things.” 
 

 
 
In July of 2013, she walked 
out of another community 
association meeting, 
frustrated after her 
questions about afterschool 
programs went unheard.  
She was met in the parking 
lot by Terrell Williams, a 
community organizer for 
BUILD. BUILD is a network 
of forty-five congregations 
that work in relationship 

across the city to organize power for justice.  He had sensed her anger in the 
meeting and followed her out to ask what she wanted to do about it.  That 
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short parking lot conversation led to three more meetings and a three-day 
training on organizing.  “Terrell divine-intervention-ed me,” Regina said.  
 

 
 
Regina convinced 
three of her friends 
from the 
neighborhood to 
form a “core team,” 
dedicated to 
expanding the 
conversation.  They 
called themselves 
“ReBUILD Johnston 

Square” and they met regularly at Mt. Sinai Baptist Church.  Their first efforts 
were small but visible.  A monthly community trash clean-up at Ambrose Park.   

 
 
 
Regina built a 
relationship with a 
non-profit called 
“The 6th Branch,” 
which organizes 
military veterans to 
do community 
service.  Ever since 
there have been 
veterans working 
alongside residents 
every month to clean 
the park.   
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Turning out volunteers to clean the park and its surrounding area month after 
month was hard and thankless, but more and more people started attending 
the ReBUILD Johnston Square meetings.  Why?  “Because they saw something 
happening,” Regina says.  “They saw it with their own eyes.” They eventually 
expanded the clean-up zone to all four quadrants of the neighborhood.   

 
*** 

 
 
 
See, if Karl Barth is right, if 
we should be interpreting 
the Bible through the lens of 
the world and interpreting 
the world through the lens of 
the Bible, then as we move 
through the paces of Advent, 
we should already have 
some key ideas in our moral 
imagination:  
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We should be reminded that hope is incarnated. Hope comes to us in human 
form, in human lives and stories.  Advent is about waiting for hope and light 
and love, yes, but what are we really waiting for?  God doesn’t often come to 
us in the form of epic announcements from political powers, but from the 
stories of fragile human lives.   

 
 
 
We should be reminded that hope 
and justice are always intimately 
woven together.  It might seem like a 
non-sequitur, Mary’s song.  She 
moves easily from the unexpected 
news of her pregnancy to 
triumphant predictions of God’s 
redemption of the poor and 
oppressed.  But Mary is singing in a 
tradition.  She knows the God of 
whom she speaks.  She knows that 
she is not a recipient of God’s charity 
but a central actor in God’s 
revolution.   “Surely from now on, all 
generations shall call me blessed,” 
says Mary.  “45And blessed is she,” 
adds Elizabeth, “who believes that 
there will be a fulfillment of what 
was spoken to her by the Lord.” 
 

Is it any surprise, really, that women would be the ones to remind us that love 
is labor?  That hope comes into the world embodied, amidst sweat, and blood, 
and tears?  That when it arrives, none of us are ever really the same?  
 

*** 
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In July of 2014, one year after Regina met Terrell in the parking lot, the 
Baltimore Brew published an article entitled, “BUILD asks, ‘Why won’t the city 
take care of Ambrose Kennedy Park?” 2  See, after months of volunteer clean-
ups, people were starting to wonder why the city wasn’t cleaning up Ambrose 
Kennedy the way they regularly cleaned up Wyman Park, and Patterson Park, 
and Druid Hill Park.  Why had the city not cut the grass in over a year?  
 

 
 
Terrell and Regina 
began calling 
Parks and 
Recreation almost 
immediately, 
posing the 
question.  As of 
July 2014, it had 
been a year and 

                                                      
2 https://www.baltimorebrew.com/2014/07/30/build-asks-why-wont-the-city-take-care-
of-ambrose-kennedy-park/ 
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they had still received no response.  When requests to renovate the basketball 
court were denied, ReBUILD Johnston Square organized volunteers from a 
Painter’s Union and did it themselves.  
 

 
 
Then, at the city’s request, 
BUILD conducted a study 
of what improvements 
were really needed at the 
park.  They submitted a 
proposal requesting a 
maintenance schedule, 
park benches, lighting for 
the basketball court, and 
the removal of dead trees.  
The city agreed to cut the 
grass every ten days.  

They installed benches and removed trees.  They said no to the lights.  But 
once again, progress was being made.  
 

 
 
You could imagine 
the story stopping 
there.  But Regina 
wasn’t content to 
stop.  The park 
continued to be a 
staging ground for 
crime after dark, 
despite the fact 
that it was 
technically closed.  
BUILD leaders 

helped her schedule meetings with leaders from Johns Hopkins and TRF, a 
local community development foundation.   
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With the help of skilled fundraisers, ReBUILD Johnston Square applied for and 
received a grant for $437,000 to fully renovate Ambrose Kennedy Park.  The 
money was awarded this fall and the renovation will take place this spring,  
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It will include a new splash pad, a repaved basketball court, lights throughout 
the park, and restrooms.   
 
“It’s going to look 100% better than before,” Regina said, beaming.  
 

 
 
After the grant money 
was awarded, the City of 
Baltimore announced it 
would acquire and 
demolish the vacant row 
homes across the city, 
expanding the park 
across the street.  The 
city now estimates this 
project will cost around 
a million dollars, paid 
for largely through a 
state grant.  
 
 
In October, Charm City 
Meadworks opened a 
6,500 square ft. brewing 
facility in the 
neighborhood.  TRF 
invested $300,000 to 
buy twenty vacant 
homes in the 
neighborhood, where 
they intend to build 20 
new affordable houses.   
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And St. Frances, a local high 
school, announced plans to 
build a new football 
stadium.   
 

 
 
There are many images of the Kingdom of God, but here’s one more: local 
residents of Johnston Square, working alongside military veterans and police 
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and children and Hopkins executives and City Council people and painters and 
gardeners and even hipster brew brewers to turn a neighborhood around. 
 

*** 
 
These days, there are lots of people happy to take credit for the renewal of 
Johnston Square.  There’s lot of big money and powerful institutions naming it 
as a win for the whole city.  And it is.   
 

 
 
But let’s not lose sight of where it 
really started.  With a woman 
who carried inside of herself a 
hope.  Set against her 
circumstances, the hope was 
absurd.  But she nonetheless 
sang her song, knowing that she 
was not singing alone, but in a 
tradition.  She claimed God’s 
promises in Greek Aorist tense.  
Look what God has done.  Look 
what God is still doing.  The 
present moment, with all its 
attendant darkness, is neither the 
beginning nor the end of the 
story.  And Regina’s song, like 
Mary’s, was amplified by the 
testimony of other faith 
communities across the city who 

believe that God’s story echoes back and forth between Scripture and world 
until we finally get it right.   
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We bring God’s 
reality of love and 
justice to term, not 
just with our words 
but with our very 
bodies, our very 
stories, our lives.  We 
bring our courage to 
say that this status 
quo world is not 
acceptable.  It is hard 
work, to be sure, but 
don’t get it twisted.  
It’s a labor of love.   
 
And blessed are we, 
really, to have the 
chance to be a part of 
it.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


