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We Catholics assign the Blessed Virgin Mary Mother of God a conspicuous place in our 

devotional practice.  However, sometimes I get concerned that this historical personage gets lost 

behind the hagiography.  I mean that we tend to put a crown on Mary's head, set her on a throne 

in an elevated niche of the church, gaze at her for a spell while a few Marian hymns are sung, 

and then . . . forget her and go about our business.   

 

The gospel selections for the 4th Sunday of Advent are a useful corrective because they bring our 

Marian devotion back down to earth.  That is, they present our Lord's mother in the actual 

historical context in which she lived, worked, and found holiness.  These selections from the 

Infancy Narratives describe the virginal conception from three perspectives.  This year we hear 

the account of the Annunciation, when Mary first learned that she was to become the mother of 

Jesus.   

 

This reading is instructive because we see that Mary reacts in a very normal way to the 

archangel's announcement.  His appearance frightens her--the text state that she is deeply 

troubled by the greeting.  So Gabriel tries to reassure her:  he tells her not to be afraid, that she is 

to conceive and bear a son.  This only causes Mary to wonder even more; and so her first 

recorded words in all of Scripture are a question:  How can this be, since I have no relations with 

a man?  And so she is told that her child is to be conceived as a result of divine intervention, a 

miracle w/o precedent in all of salvation history, a marvel only faintly anticipated in the 

extraordinary conceptions of other prominent figures such as Samuel and Samson as well as John 

the Baptist.  In response, Mary finally gives her famous fiat:  Behold, I am the handmaid of the 

Lord.  May it be done to me according to your word.   

 

The Mary who emerges from this account, my friends, is profoundly human.  She exhibits the 

typical human reactions of fear, perplexity, but ultimately, faithful obedience to God's will.  And 

if we study the subsequent course of her life, we see this pattern repeats itself.  When the 

shepherds and wise men show up at the Nativity, we are told she holds these marvelous events in 

her heart and ponders their significance.  When the child Jesus gets lost in the Temple, she asks 

why he has done this to his family, only to be told that he had to be in his Father's house; again, 

it is noted that Mary held onto and mulled over these events.  In sum, Mary is one who confronts 

mysteries that exceed human comprehension, and so she must wrestle with them as they unfold 

in order to arrive at a modicum of understanding and acceptance.   

 

My dear people, Mary is our teacher and our exemplar as disciples.  She is one who struggles 

with the inscrutable workings of the Almighty, who questions and wonders and ponders, but who 

also accepts and obeys.  She sticks with the Lord Jesus and his followers, all the way to the bitter 

end at Calvary, and beyond that end to the new beginning on the radiant day of Pentecost when 



the mighty Spirit of the risen Christ transforms his frightened flock of disciples into the 

indestructible community of faith that is the Church.  And now the modest maiden of Nazareth 

sings her joyous Magnificat w/ ineffable eloquence in the halls of celestial glory.  I think this a 

lesson of crucial importance for us Catholics nowadays.  Our Church finds herself in tumultuous 

times, where there is much wonderment and questioning about our church's past, to say nothing 

of her future.  We do well to imitate the humble virgin Mother of God.  We too should hold onto 

the gospel message that God has entered our world in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, that his 

Spirit is alive and at work in our midst, accomplishing the Almighty's mysterious purposes and 

bringing about our redemption.  Let us ponder and pray with Mary; let us abide in the 

community of believers united with apostles and their successors, that the Holy Spirit which 

enlivened the newborn Church may strengthen our faith, awaken our hope, and confirm us in 

God's love.   


