
  1 

 

 Every morning when we were in Jerusalem, I’d leave the apartment and walk a couple of 

blocks down the street to pick up a newspaper at one of the local newsstands.  Along the way, 

I’d pass any number of students walking to school.  (For some reason, it seemed like a 

surprisingly large number of schoolchildren walked to school, at least in that neighborhood of 

Jerusalem.)   

 Many of them were young women in their early- or mid-teens, and sometimes when 

they’d pass by on the sidewalk I’d wonder, “Is that what Mary looked like?  Did I just see her 

face?” 

 Every age and culture, I suppose, tends to picture Mary in ways that are familiar and 

comfortable, and so — take a look around most any church in this country — we tend to 

visualize her as a fair-skinned, brown-haired European woman.  But of course she wasn’t that.  

She was a Semitic woman (a teenager, really), doubtlessly dark-haired and dark-complected, 

just like the young women who passed by me in Jerusalem.   

 For me at least, seeing them every morning was a useful reminder, a reminder that the 

thing that’s so important about Mary, the thing that makes her such a model of faith, the thing 

that’s so inspiring about her, isn’t her queenship, but her humanity. 

 We tend to lose sight of that sometimes.  We often (maybe too often) think of her only as 

the ethereal figure we see depicted in the statuary we place on pedestals in our churches, or 

think that her face was (and is) just like the one we see depicted in our icons or engraved on our 

medals.  As an expression of our devotion, these things are fine.  But it’s important not to be 

misled by them.   

 Mary was just like any of the young women walking down the streets of Jerusalem 

today, or walking down the streets of Decherd, Tennessee today.  She had a face, a face that 

sometimes was ablaze with her smile, a face that was sometimes creased by her worry.  She 

had dreams, no doubt, as all young people do, and she had fears, no doubt, as all people do — 
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young and old.  No doubt she would lie awake at night imagining how her life would unfold, and 

no doubt she dreamed of things she would do in a future that was hers to seize. 

 All that changed, of course.  Perhaps it was early in the morning as Mary prepared for a 

day she thought would unfold like any other, a morning on which she prepared to go about the 

chores she did every day, or maybe it was in the evening as she laid her head down to dream 

the dreams of the young — scripture doesn’t tell us.  One day she was startled to see an angel 

of God standing before her, an angel, Gabriel, who brought the most extraordinary news.  She, 

Mary, an obscure young woman in a forgotten backwater settlement of a few score families, 

would give birth to the long-awaited Messiah, and in doing so would birth a new and everlasting 

hope for Israel and the world. 

 What she did next would change the world.  She said “Yes!  May it be done to me 

according to your word.”1 

 She wasn’t a queen when she said this, much less was she the Queen of Heaven.  She 

was just a young, Semitic teenager living in obscurity.  Had she been chosen by God for this 

extraordinary role in salvation history?  Of course.  And that’s exactly the point!  She was 

chosen, and she said “Yes!” to that for which she’d been chosen.   

 It’s important to remember, as Paul does today in the Second Reading, that she wasn’t 

(and isn’t) the only one who’s chosen, however.  Listen to what Paul says:  “In him we were also 

chosen” — “we,” not just Mary — “destined in accord with the purpose of the One who 

accomplishes all things according to the intention of his will, so that we might exist for the praise 

of his glory, we who first hoped in Christ.”2   

 It is precisely in our chosen-ness, the chosen-ness of our baptism, that Mary continues 

to play such a vital role as an exemplar and guide, for as Blessed Pope Paul VI observed, Mary 

                                                 
1 Lk 1:38 (NAB). 
2 Eph 1:11-12 (NAB). 
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invites the Christian faithful “to imitate her in making their lives an act of worship of God and 

making their worship a commitment of their lives.”3  Mary is a model a faith, an example of what 

it takes to ensure that our worship isn’t simply the liturgy of the Mass, but the liturgy of our lives, 

and making of our lives a liturgy is the real way, the authentic way, that we honor the obscure 

young woman who embraced her chosen-ness and became the Mother of God. 

 It isn’t easy to make our lives a liturgy, a hymn of thanks and praise, but it’s important 

that we do so, for on the day that the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, he didn’t simply bring her 

the news that, if she assented to it, the kingdom of the Messiah was near.  Gabriel came as a 

herald, and he passed the herald’s mantle to Mary.  Now it would be she who would proclaim by 

her life that the Messiah had come.  And in turn, Mary passes the herald’s mantle to us, to you 

and to me, for us to proclaim the same thing by our lives. 

 Mary shows us how to do it.   

 She shows us with her humility.  “Mary’s ‘yes’,” Blessed Pope Paul VI observed, “is for 

all Christians a lesson and example of obedience to the will of the Father, which is the way and 

means of one’s own sanctification.”4  The instruction that she gave to the servants at the 

wedding feast in Cana, “Do whatever he tells you,”5 had taken root first in her own heart, just as 

it must in ours if we’re to accept the grace that can turn even the water of our sorrows into the 

wine of our thanksgiving.  Only one who rejects, as Mary did, the ancient temptation to make of 

ourselves our own little gods, thinking that we know all that must be known, have foreseen all 

that can be foreseen, and can fashion for ourselves our own little Edens, can open his or her 

heart to receive the Lord who wishes to be born in our lives. 

                                                 
3 Blessed Pope Paul VI, Marialis Cultus 21.  The Holy See.  vatican.va., 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19740202_marialis-
cultus.html.   
4 Blessed Paul VI, Marialis Cultus 21. 
5 Jn 2:5 (NAB). 
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 Mary shows us too that the path of her Son leads to the Cross, for we can never know 

resurrection unless we first know crucifixion.  Something must end before something new 

begins.  If, as Paul writes to the church in Ephesus, we’re to be “holy and without blemish”6 with 

Christ in His glory, as Mary was and is, we must first acknowledge and then relinquish, with the 

help of His grace, all that is unworthy of Him. 

 It’s Mary’s humanity that illuminates these things for us; it’s Mary’s humanity that shows 

us that discipleship is possible, that shows us that giving birth to a life of “blessings without 

number and mercies without end”7 in our own lives is possible — if we say “Yes!” to it. 

 And so it is that today, on this Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception, we remember 

Mary’s humanity, we remember her example, and we invite her humanity to touch ours so that 

her example might become our path.  It’s Mary’s humanity and her example that can inform our 

own chosen-ness, and it’s her humanity and example that shape our devotion to her that we 

might not allow our veneration of the Blessed Mother, our Mother, to become mired in the 

“sterile and ephemeral sentimentality, so alien to the spirit of the Gospel” about which Blessed 

Paul VI warned.8   

 “Do whatever he tells you,” Mary implores us.  For she knew that “the spirit of the Gospel 

demands persevering and practical action,”9 in Blessed Paul VI’s words.  Just as Mary always 

pointed to and followed her Son, so must we with willing hearts and active hands, and when we 

do so, we’ll welcome into our lives, yours and mine, the life, the sweetness and the hope10 that 

in this and every age is the gift of Mary’s Son, the Messiah.              

 

                                                 
6 Eph 1:4 (NAB). 
7 Michael Perry, “O God Beyond All Praising” (Jubilate Hymns Ltd.) 
8 Blessed Paul VI, Marialis Cultus 38. 
9 Ibid. 
10 “Salve Regina,” traditional Catholic prayer. 


