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One of the great American ideas that stirs our souls is that anyone can be anything he wants to be 

if he just works really hard to achieve it.  It's a celebration of the common man, the notion that 

this is the land of opportunity, such that a person can rise from the humblest of states to become 

a leader, a millionaire, a movie star, whatever.  And this inspirational notion has indeed 

motivated many a man and woman of modest origins to ascend to the summit of success.  This 

great American idea, however, is also a dangerous illusion.  It is illusory because it ignores the 

harsh fact of the human condition that no one is completely the master of his destiny.  There are 

those who are unable to escape cruel conditions due to the constraints imposed by genetics, 

social environment, and the accidents of fortune.  Our origins and the various factors that impact 

us along our course shape and determine our lives more than many would care to admit.  This 

illusion is dangerous especially because some of the more fortunate are too quick to ascribe the 

miseries of the unfortunate to their own bad choices.  In fact, some sufferings souls are not 

deficient in virtue, intelligence, or dedication; they are simply losers in the lottery of life, victims 

of situations utterly beyond their control.  This false ideology can create barriers to genuine 

human compassion for the homeless, the imprisoned, the disabled, and the poor, as the better off 

simply blame the underprivileged for their plight.   

 

In the Christian vision, we are all of us victims of a universal human misfortune that our tradition 

names original sin.  The fundamental idea here is that the original sin of Adam, narrated in 

today's first reading, was passed on as part of our spiritual patrimony to the whole human race.  

As a result, every human being is born into a state of spiritual alienation from God.  Everyone is 

burdened by a downward tendency towards evil.  And no human being can help himself out of 

this spiritual dilemma.  We are mired in a kind of existential quicksand, sinking slowly into 

annihilation, none of us able to find a foothold so as to extricate ourselves or anyone else from 

our fate.  All sin; all are doomed to die.   

 

We are all of us in need of a hand up, as the cliché goes, someone to reach down and deliver us 

from destruction.  And that is precisely what grace is.  As the Apostle Paul says:  by grace are 

you saved through faith, and not of your own works; and our theological tradition develops this 

theme of radical dependency on divine intervention by identifying faith itself as a grace.  Grace 

is God convincing us we are sinners; grace is God showing us a Savior; and grace is God moving 

our hearts to cry out to him for salvation.  Grace is God lending us a hand up out of the cesspool 

of our corruption and drawing us upward to paradise.   

 

In the figure of Mary, the all holy mother of God, of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, God's 

grace has been manifested in a singular fashion.  This remarkable woman, destined from all 

eternity for the exalted role of the Mother of the Redeemer, was specially prepared for her 

vocation by means of the Immaculate Conception.  She is addressed as "full of grace" and rightly 



so.  From the first moment of her existence, that is, her conception, she was preserved from any 

stain of sin by a unique grace of Christ.  Grace fills Mary's existence from the dawn of her 

creation unto her entry into eternity.  However, Mary did not sanctify nor save herself.  She, like 

the rest of us, albeit to an unequaled degree, was saved from sin's power by God's gracious 

intervention.   

 

On this day when we honor Mary, better yet, when we honor what God has done in Mary, we 

turn to her for inspiration and assistance.  She is that shining soul who has been uniquely touched 

by God's gracious love.  And so she looks with heartfelt compassion on us, the disciples who, 

like the Apostle John, have been given to her maternal care in place of her crucified Son.  May 

her example of total obedience to God's will inspire us to open our hearts wider to receive our 

Savior this Advent season.  And may her intercession assist us to find her Son even now present 

among us in the mysterious workings of his providential care.   


