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This week, as we were gearing up for the Ugly Sweater contest, I realized that one 
of the things I miss about being in the company of other people is the silliness 
that happens spontaneously. I saw a video this week of a guy in the middle of a 
busy urban area who walked up to a stranger in the crowd and handed him a 
pillow. And the two of them had a pillow fight right there. The people around 
them laughed and cheered them on. It was just plain silly. If anyone wants to start 
a pillow fight ministry post-COVID, I am in. 
 
How long has it been since you experienced pure silliness? If you have children in 
your life, you may have a steady stream of silliness happening in your home. 
Children don’t try to squelch silliness, they embrace it. After all, silliness is fun, 
why not be silly? We adults, though, we have gotten the idea that in the world of 
adulting there is no room for silliness. And in this season of COVID, we have had 
to do a lot of adulting. One of the things I love about being around children is that 
they haven’t yet forgotten that being silly is actually good for us, it feeds our 
souls. And I have noticed, that even the most serious among us, crave a little 
silliness now and then. You know what I mean. It’s that magic that happens when 
your child does something inappropriate and you try really hard not to laugh 
while you are giving them a good talking to. Or when you, who take yourself so 
seriously, have no choice but to laugh at the ridiculous thing you just did.  
 
When I find myself in need of a dose of silliness, especially this time of year, I 
watch my second favorite Christmas movie, Elf, with Will Farrell. Not only does it 
have a great message about the spirit of Christmas, but it is also just plain silly. In 
the movie, Buddy, the elf, isn’t really an elf. He was raised at the North Pole with 
Santa and his elves, so even though he is clearly different from the others, he 
believes he is an elf. He isn’t particularly good at elfing though. He isn’t a very fast 
toy maker and he tends to break things because he is too big for literally 
everything.  
 
After a particularly rough patch of falling behind and breaking things, Papa Elf, 
played by Bob Newhart, reveals to Buddy that he is not an elf after all and that his 



dad lives in New York City. Buddy decides he doesn’t belong at the North Pole, so 
he “passed through seven levels of the Candy Cane Forest, through the sea of 
swirly-twirly gum drops, and then walked through the Lincoln Tunnel” to find his 
father. While there, amid a sea of “regular human beings,” Buddy demonstrates 
that he excels at some areas of elfing.  
He is really good at snowball fights  
and making paper snowflakes.  
He has a flare for Christmas decorating and he is always the first to belt out a 
Christmas carol, with no regard for volume control, time, or place, and it’s all pure 
silliness. The movie is always good for a belly laugh and an hour and a half of 
escape from adulting.  
 
I found myself wishing I could bottle some silliness for all of you. I know that so 
many of you are missing your families and friends, your uncle’s quirky sense of 
humor, children blowing bubbles in their milk at the holiday table, and the 
laughter that comes from just being with people. In fact, this week, as I was 
praying for each one of you, I asked God to give us the gift of silliness, to help us 
take a moment and allow ourselves the chance to enjoy something that is just 
ridiculous. I don’t think I’ve ever prayed that before, but we as individuals and as 
a church, need it, we need to just be silly sometimes.  
 
There was a time in the history of the Church when one day of the year was set 
aside for a bit of silliness. It was toward the end of the Middle Ages, as Europe 
was moving toward and entering the Renaissance.  
 
This day of silliness was called the Feast of Fools. It was an annual festival in the 
Church where hierarchy was upended. It was so popular that the idea spilled over 
into the secular world as well. The Feast of Fools in the Church was a day when 
lower-ranking clergy would take on the duties of higher-ranking priests and 
bishops. Someone was even appointed the “Pope of Fools” for the occasion. Of 
course, this reversal of power was less about lowering the powerful clergy and 
more about uplifting the lower clergy. The fools in the Feast of Fools were low 
level clergy and lay people who, from the Church’s theological perspective, were 
people loved by God because of their lowly status.  
 
The Feast of Fools was condemned by French theologians in 1445. In her article, 
“The New Year’s Feast That Transformed Fools into Popes and Kings,” Sarah 



Laskow shares an excerpt from church documents in which these theologians 
described the Feast of Fools, “Priests and clerks may be seen wearing masks and 
monstrous visages at the hours of office,” the theologians recounted, presumably 
with a sniff of horror. “They dance in the choir dressed as women, panders or 
minstrels. They sing wanton songs. They eat black puddings… while the celebrant 
is saying mass. They play at dice… They run and leap through the church, without 
a blush at their own shame.”  
You won’t be surprised that I think this sounds delightful! 
 
The Feast of Fools was officially banned in the 15th century, but it had about a 
300 year run. Victor Hugo referenced it in his 19th century novel, The Hunchback 
of Notre Dame, when Quasimodo is swept up in the festivities and crowned King 
of Fools. And if you’ve seen Disney’s interpretation of Hugo’s story, you know it as 
the Topsy-Turvy Day. At its heart, the Feast of Fools upended the status quo 
which had a tendency to make the ones in power very uncomfortable. And that is 
why church leaders banned it.  
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/feast-of-fools-medieval-tradition 
 
The kind of topsy turvy, upside-down, inside-out world, represented by the Feast 
of Fools, was exactly the kind of world Luke’s early Christian community was 
hoping for, not just from a religious perspective, but politically and socially as 
well. And not coincidentally, it is the kind of world Mary sang about in the text 
Casey read for us today, “He has 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. 
 
Today’s story is the “what happened next,” in Luke’s narrative, following Mary’s 
conversation with the angel, Gabriel, where she learned she would have a baby. 
Mary made the journey to see Elizabeth, who was also pregnant. The story 
doesn’t tell us why Mary chose to go see Elizabeth, but I would imagine that 
maybe, since Gabriel told Mary that Elizabeth was pregnant, she may have 
wanted to see it with her own eyes or maybe she simply wanted to share in 
Elizabeth’s joy.  
 
Regardless, when Mary arrived and greeted Elizabeth, the baby Elizabeth was 
carrying, who would be named John, “leaped in her womb.” From this moment 
on, the stories of John and Jesus are intimately related in Luke’s narrative. Both 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/feast-of-fools-medieval-tradition


pregnancies are due to God’s intervention and both are signs of hope for the 
fulfillment of God’s ancient promises. The spiritual commotion of John in the 
womb, which in a sense is John’s prophetic “voice,” makes Elizabeth’s recognition 
of the divine favor bestowed on Mary and her child prophetic as well, “Blessed 
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”  
 
Mary’s response to Elizabeth’s recognition is a song. With this, the action in the 
narrative stops and a hymn of praise begins.  
My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47     and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
    Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
 
Recall that last week I mentioned that Luke, at times, connects his story with the 
Hebrew Bible, but does so subtly. Mary’s song is an example of that. The imagery 
reflects the hymnic language of the psalms and other songs in the Hebrew Bible, 
like the ones sung by Miriam, Deborah, and Hannah. The song Luke has given 
Mary represents the voices of the marginalized and relatively powerless in the 
early Christian movement. These words could have been sung by the “fools” each 
year at the Feast of Fools. Or, imagine the song as a protest song that sees a 
world very different from the world the singers experience. Mary’s song proclaims 
the reality and promise that she embodied, and it foresees the end of the social 
structures that assign value to Mary, and other women, only based on their ability 
to bear children, specifically sons.  
 
Through Mary, the world is turned upside-down. Hierarchies are subverted. This 
young, unwed, pregnant woman---a thoroughly marginalized person in that 
culture, proclaims some of the most prophetic words in scripture. One scholar I 
read this week suggested that one lens through which we could hear Mary’s song 
is in the context of a private conversation between two women who knew each 
other well, who would have felt comfortable saying anything privately to each 
other. Mary would have felt safe dreaming and hoping in the presence of 
Elizabeth.  
 
Even for us today, what Mary claims is so far beyond what we can imagine, what 
even seems possible in our wildest dreams. And Mary proclaimed this upside-
down world as if it had already happened. “He has shown strength…he has 



scattered…he has brought down…and lifted…he has filled…and sent…He has 
helped…” How can that be? 
   
What did she see that even two thousand years later we struggle to see? We are a 
world still waiting, aren’t we? I admit...sometimes the most I can see is cartoon-
ish imagery that looks a whole lot more like how I envision the Feast of Fools, 
than how I imagine the kin-dom of God. I wonder, could it be that, for Mary, the 
future could already be glimpsed in God’s choice of her, a young peasant girl, as 
the bearer of hope? Could it be that in those moments with Elizabeth, the 
laughter and singing, the connection, the love, could it be that that in those 
moments, Mary experienced a snapshot of what it would really be like for the 
world to be turned upside-down? And if she did, is that what real joy is about? Is 
it the realization that so much of what we are hoping for is within our grasp---
around us and inside us?  
 
Dear ones, joy will not be found in perfect family photos…joy will not be found in 
perfect anything. It will be found in healing what is broken, in ourselves, in our 
neighbors, and in the world. Joy will be found in the journey that we are on 
together, in our dreaming and in the moments we see glimpses of our dreams for 
the world coming true. Joy won’t always look like what we expect, sometimes we 
will find it in really unexpected moments, like in the midst pandemic, but joy will 
always connect us to something bigger than just us.  
  
I will end this morning with a modern interpretation of Mary’s song, written by 
Rev. M. Barclay, for enfleshed. Barclay’s interpretation was the inspiration behind 
this sermon. 
 
My soul is alive with thoughts of God. 
What a wonder, Their liberating works. 
Though the world has been harsh to me, 
God has shown me kindness, 
seen my worth, 
and called me to courage. 
Surely, those who come after me will call me blessed. 
Even when my heart weighs heavy with grief, 
still, so does hope abide with me. 
Holy is the One who makes it so. 



From generation to generation, 
Love’s Mercy is freely handed out; 
None are beyond the borders of 
God’s transforming compassion. 
The power of God is revealed 
among those who labor for justice. 
They humble the arrogant. 
They turn unjust thrones into dust. 
Their Wisdom is revealed in 
the lives and truths of those on the margins. 
God is a feast for the hungry. 
God is the great re-distributor of wealth and resources. 
God is the ceasing of excessive and destructive production 
that all the earth might rest. 
Through exiles and enslavement, 
famines and wars, 
white supremacy and climate crises, 
God is a companion in loss, 
a deliverer from evil, 
a lover whose touch restores. 
This is the promise They made 
to my ancestors, 
to me, 
to all the creatures and creations, 
now and yet coming, 
and in this promise, 
I find my strength. 
Come, Great Healer, 
and be birthed through us.  
Amen. 
 
 


