
I have given a homily or two during my time here that have included a few

words about my journey into the priesthood. I probably mentioned how I had

to deal with questions from some friends like, ‘why on earth would you want to

do something like that?’ They thought I was one of those weirdos who had

suddenly ‘got God.’ The truth is, I had ‘got God’ long before then, it’s just that

they hadn’t really noticed until I decided to make God a career! It was a time

when I discovered who my real friends were. The initial big issue for me, when

I finally stopped walking on air, was about how to make the first move to test

my new vocation. And the biggest fear was, what if I had got it all wrong? And

what if I failed to make it? It was through much prayer and pondering and then

sharing with others, that I came to a clearer vision of how things could be, and

the day came when I was sure, confident, and able to put it all together.

Today we have an opportunity to celebrate and reflect on the biggest

vocational response to God ever made by a human being, certainly as

presented by the Gospel of Luke. In our reading today, Mary has just received

her call to become the mother of the Saviour of the world. She too had her

excuses, her questions, but then said ‘yes.’ She was free to say ‘no’ – can you

even imagine that in view of how things turned out!? But God always respects

our God-given human freedom. But usually when we encounter God, when we

experience an assurance of God’s presence and voice, as I discovered myself,

we are, like Mary, no longer afraid, no longer hesitant or doubtful. Mary said

‘yes’ and she received God’s Holy Spirit to enable her to carry out the task she

was being called to – the awesome responsibility of giving birth and bringing up

the child through whom human beings would experience the presence and

character of God in flesh and blood, God, incarnate in a fully human life.

Luke tells us that as soon as Mary has received her call, she sets out in haste to

share her news with her relative Elizabeth, who receives the news with joy and

is also filled with the Holy Spirit. Mary responds by praising God in the words

of what has become the great canticle of the Church’s daily service of Evening

Prayer, the Magnificat, which we have just read as our Gospel reading, and on

which our Offertory hymn today is based.

The Magnificat is the first of many Gospel messages which challenge the

injustice, greed, and control of the powerful. It reminds us that we cannot

have our eyes and hearts fixed on God without looking out and feeling



compassion for the world and people around us, angry with the injustices that

so many face and doing what we can to help change the situation. The kingdom

of God which Jesus came to announce and inaugurate would include the justice

outlined in his mother’s Magnificat, a song or prayer which expressed the

longing of his conquered and impoverished people Israel and no doubt reflects

the longing of the world’s poor and downtrodden today.

A few years ago, visiting the ancient site of Ephesus, which is located near

Selcuk in western Turkey, I wandered around the ruins of its large ancient

basilica. Having studied it in my theology degree course, I was rather thrilled

that I was in the very place where one of the great Ecumenical Councils of the

early Church took place, the Council of Ephesus in the year 431AD. Among

other things, that council confirmed the creed that we shall say in a moment.

But most notably it made an important declaration about Mary. It declared

that she was the Theotokos, commonly translated as Mother of God but more

accurately God-bearer. It was an important statement in the face of disputes

about the nature of Christ and declared that as Jesus, even in his human form

was fully divine, it made perfect sense to establish in Christian doctrine that

Mary was the God-bearer.

But what does this mean for us? Not so much I suppose as what it meant for

those Christian leaders at that Council. Their obsession was about the

distinction between the human and the divine and how the two related to each

other. It is as if they had never read St Paul who showed time and again how in

Jesus, divinity is no longer hidden but is revealed in humanity. By living in

Christ, we share the divine nature and vocation. This removes theology from

academic theory to radical practice. So, we should now see that Mary the

God-bearer is not presented to us in the Gospels simply for our admiration or

veneration, and Jesus is not there simply for us to worship and adore. Rather,

the Gospels present both of them most of all as examples for us to follow.

Mary is given to us as a pure example of faith. In her openness and poverty of

spirit she responds to God, saying, ‘Here I am. Let it be to me according to

what you have said.’ Mary goes forward, making her commitment without

knowing at first much about what it will entail or where it will lead. This story

is most valuable because it forces us to ask: ‘When the mystery of God’s love



breaks through into my consciousness, am I able to respond from my deepest,

truest self, and say a “yes” to God that will change my life forever?’

Having made that response, we are to go on like Mary to ‘give birth to Christ.’

Obviously not in a literal way, but certainly by letting him come to life in our

lives. Yes, to be ourselves God-bearers or Christ-bearers. Through the Holy

Spirit that has been given to us in our Baptism, we are, however inadequate we

may feel, equipped to embody and to reveal Christ in our own lives, in our own

time and place; to live and speak and act in a way that enables people to

encounter him in us. It is when we truly centre our lives in his life, a life

expressed most of all through love and compassion, that we show him to the

world and proclaim his gospel most effectively.

As people who are called to be open to God’s word and to present, to carry,

Jesus to the world, Mary is the archetype of our Christian life, our mother in

the faith, the symbol of everything the Church and each Christian person are

called to be.

Whenever you look at an image of the mother of Jesus (not too difficult to find

in a Spanish church!), see it as a mirror; you are looking at a reflection of

yourself. As Mary holds the Christ-child in presentation to you and to the

world, or simply shows her open hands in self-offering, remember the great

things God has done through her, and consider the great things God can also

do through you as you offer yourself, your life, with the faith and humility of

that young woman who listened to God and responded freely, ‘I am the

handmaid of the Lord.  Let it be to me according to your word.’


