
 I once heard a bishop mention a recent visit he’d made to one of the parishes in his 

diocese.  As is a bishop’s want, he was giving the homily at Sunday Mass when he noticed a 

young woman in one of the front pews holding her infant child.  As is an infant’s want, the baby 

became a bit fitful, whereupon the woman relocated to the cry room in the back of the church.  

When he was greeting parishioners after Mass, the bishop spoke to the young woman as she 

was leaving the church.  “I’m sorry you went back to the cry room,” he told her.  “You didn’t 

have to do that.  Your baby wasn’t bothering me.”  The woman looked at him with great 

earnestness and said, “I didn’t leave because my baby was bothering you.  I left because you 

were bothering my baby.” 

 Most of us, I suspect, need a lesson in humility from time to time, even bishops.   

 Today’s Solemnity, the Solemnity of Mary the Mother of God, is a reminder of this, and 

it comes in a season, the Christmas season, that teaches us the same thing.  In the words that 

a deacon or priest prays while mixing a little water into the wine at every Mass, “May we come 

to share in Christ’s divinity, who humbled Himself to share in our humanity.”  That’s the 

Christmas message in a nutshell.  Great things come of small things. 

 The path to salvation, the path to redemption, the path to peace, the path to 

reconciliation, often begins in humble and inauspicious circumstances, as the woman we 

celebrate today, Mary, demonstrates by her life. 

 If we transported ourselves back in time and met Mary on the street or in the 

marketplace in Nazareth, what would she be like?  What would her voice sound like?  How tall 

would she be?  Are her hands small and soft, or larger and calloused from long hours of work 

every day?  What’s her personality like?  What would our impressions of her be? 

 There’s no way to know, of course.  How we imagine what Mary was like — and how 

we imagine her to be today — almost certainly says more about us than it does about her, just 

as it likely says a lot about how we regard her Son, too. 

 How do we think of Mary? 
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 It’s very easy to make Mary into an ethereal, alabaster representation of a fair-haired, 

light-skinned European woman whom we know only as an intercessor.  But that hardly does 

her justice.  Mary was a real woman with real problems and real sorrows, as, again, the 

liturgical calendar of the Christmas Season makes clear.   

 Four days after the Nativity of the Lord, the Gospel for the Fifth Day in the Octave of 

Christmas reminds us of Simeon’s prophecy to Mary and Joseph.  “Behold, this child is 

destined for the fall and rise of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be contradicted,” 

Simeon says to the undoubtedly startled parents.  What’s more, he continues, “And you 

yourself [Mary] a sword will pierce …”,1 as indeed one will.  The sword that pierces the side of 

her crucified Son will cleave her heart, too. 

 A day after that, the Feast of the Holy Family reminds us (as did the Feast of the Holy 

Martyrs three days after the Nativity) that Mary, Joseph, and their infant Son fled to Egypt to 

avoid Herod’s murderous persecution.  The Queen of Heaven was herself once an 

impoverished refugee. 

 And all of this is just the start.  Mary will live to see her Son “contradicted,” as Simeon 

had put it, someone who aroused as much or more opposition as He did devotion, someone 

condemned by the religious grandees of His day, someone who would successfully avoid one 

of the political “foxes,” in His word, who meant Him ill (Herod Antipas, the ruler of the Galilee 

region)2 but who would ultimately be put to a brutal and agonizing death by the bigger foxes of 

the Roman Empire. 

 There’s a reason why Mary, Queen of Heaven, is also Mary of the Seven Sorrows.  Hers 

wasn’t an easy life, but it was certainly a faithful one, one in which she transcended Her 

sorrows and travails to point always and urgently to her Son, He who can transform all things 

and make them holy.   

 
1 Lk 2:34-35 (NAB) 
2 Lk 13:22 (NAB) 
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 Mary is both a model of faith and intercedes for us precisely because she knows what it 

is to struggle, what it is to be marginalized, what it is to have more than one’s share of sorrow 

in life.   Her faith and her compassion are the fruits of her humility, the humility of her spirit and 

the humility of her circumstances. 

 After all, while we think of her as the Queen of Heaven — and she is that, to be sure — 

it’s important to remember that Mary didn’t begin that way.  She began as an obscure young 

girl barely into her teens who finds herself the frightened recipient of an extraordinary visitation 

when the angel Gabriel comes to tell her she will give birth to the long-awaited Messiah.  She 

became the Queen of Heaven by becoming first — and always remaining — a servant of 

heaven, a servant who said “yes” to her calling.  She’d received an extraordinary calling, 

certainly, in giving birth to the Messiah, but that calling in turn involved the calling to be a 

servant of heaven in countless smaller ways, too. 

 She was called to be a servant of heaven by enduring the opposition and 

“contradiction,” to use Simeon’s word, that her Son evoked. 

 She was called to be a servant of heaven by following her Son to Jerusalem, where 

He’d told His disciples — and surely had told her more than once — that He would meet a 

grisly death, knowing all the while that, as Simeon had foretold, her heart would be nailed to 

the Cross along with the hands and feet of Jesus. 

 She was called to be a servant of heaven by not abandoning her Son’s frightened and 

confused disciples after His crucifixion, choosing instead to accompany them still, and, as a 

result, just as she’d given birth to the Son of God, she would at Pentecost, along with them, 

help give birth to the Church of her Son’s ongoing presence in the world. 

 Mary, she whose life was so frequently marked by sorrow, knew her share and more of 

the humility imposed by difficult and painful circumstances, and she knew, too, the humility 

that leads to the recognition that in such times, in such callings, “the power of the Holy Spirit 
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[would] be upon [her]” just as Gabriel had once told her in what must often have seemed a 

lifetime ago in Nazareth.3   

 Mary, the unremarkable teenager, was called to do remarkable things.  And she did, 

though she could hardly have done so had she attempted to rely on herself alone.  She knew 

that it isn’t the clay that makes a pot; a potter does, and the clay is simply the medium, the 

instrument, if you will, through which the potter’s inspiration and design come to fruition.  Mary 

allowed herself to be shaped, to be formed, throughout her life by the God who’d called her.  A 

close reading of Scripture tells us that Mary was often uncertain that she was up to her calling.  

Who wouldn’t be in her shoes?  Yet, as she discovered, she’s the perfect embodiment of the 

adage that God doesn’t call the qualified, He qualifies the called.  If, that is, they, like Mary, 

have the humility to follow where they’re led.  If, that is, they have the humility to be servants of 

heaven just as she was and remains. 

 None of us will ever be a King or Queen of heaven.  There’s already one of each, and it 

isn’t us.  But we can all be servants of heaven — if, that is, we, like Mary’s Son, “[do] not come 

to be served but to serve.”4 

 Pray for us, Mary, Queen of Heaven, that we, like you, will always have the humility to 

follow your Son and not try to lead Him to where we’d like to go. 

 Pray for us, Mary, Servant of Heaven, that we, like you, will always have the humility to 

“do whatever He tells [us]”.5       

   

 

 

 

 
3 Lk 1:35 (NAB) 
4 Mt 20:28 (NAB) 
5 Jn 2:5 (NAB) 


