4th Sunday of Advent-C
In the very personal scene of Mary’s visitation to Elizabeth, the Precursor
and the Lord are both hidden from each other. Yet even before the two
women embrace, John leaped for joy in his mother’s womb, having
recognized the presence of the Lord and Messiah in the womb of Mary. Both
births are hailed by two beautiful canticles: the Benedictus sung by
Zechariah, father of the Baptist, at his son’s birth, and the “Nunc Dimittis”
prayed by Simeon, the “righteous and devout” man in the Jerusalem
temple, as he takes the infant Jesus in his arms.
The two pregnant women of today’s Advent gospel, Mary and Elizabeth,
recognized in each other signs from God. The angel Gabriel offered Mary a
lesser parallel to her own virginal conception: “Know that Elizabeth your
kinswoman has conceived a son in her old age; she who was thought to be
barren is now in her sixth month, for nothing is impossible with God”.
Elizabeth in her turn senses in the movement of the child in her womb on
Mary’s arrival that something extraordinary was happening. “Who am I that
the mother of my Lord should come to me?” Each of the women
experienced in herself the possibility of the impossible.
The visitation of Mary to Elizabeth turned out to be a divine visitation, the
Ark of God bringing not terror but blessing as it did to the house of
Obededom the Gittite. Unlike Sarah, who had laughed at the notion that
she could conceive and bear a child in her old age to Abraham, and unlike
Zechariah, her husband, who had been struck dumb for questioning God’s
power in this matter, Elizabeth gives thanks to God and trusted in his
providence: “So has the Lord done for me at that time when he has seen fit
to take away my disgrace before others”. Mary, for her part, deserved to be
acclaimed by Elizabeth as “she who trusted that the Lord’s words to her
would be fulfilled.”
Although Mary is praised for being the mother of the Lord and because of
her belief, she reacts as the servant in a psalm of praise, the Magnificat.
The Magnificat celebrates the wonders of God’s graciousness in the lives not
only of these two Advent women but of all for whom “the Mighty One has
done great things”.

There are two aspects of today’s Visitation scene to consider. The first is
that any element of personal agenda of Mary and Elizabeth is put aside.
Both had good reason to be very preoccupied with their pregnancies and all
that new life brings. Both women had a right to focus on themselves for a
while as they made new and radical adjustments to their daily lives.
Mary reaches out to her kinswoman to help her and also to be helped by
her. These two great biblical women consoled each another, shared their
stories, and gave each other the gift of themselves in the midst of the new
life that they must have experienced: Elizabeth after her long years of
barrenness and now sudden pregnancy, and Mary, after her meeting with
the heavenly messenger, and her “irregular” marriage situation and
pregnancy.
The second point to consider is Mary’s quick response and movement. Luke
tells us that she undertook “in haste” the long and perilous trek from
Nazareth to a village in the hill country of Judea. She knew clearly what she
wanted and did not allow anyone or anything to stop her.
In his commentary on Luke’s Gospel, St. Ambrose of Milan describes this
haste with a difficult Latin phrase, “nescit tarda molimina Spiritus Sancti
gratia,” which could mean: “the grace of the Holy Spirit does not know
delayed efforts,” or “delayed efforts are foreign to the grace of the Holy
Spirit.” Mary’s free choice to move forward and outward reflects a decision
taken deep within her heart followed by immediate action.
Procrastination
How many things exist in our lives that we dreamed of doing, should have
done, and never did — letters that should have been written, dreams that
should have been realized, gratitude that was not expressed, affection
never shown, words that should have been spoken, etc.? Postponements
and delays weigh heavily upon us, wear us down and discourage us. They
gnaw away at us. How true St. Ambrose described Mary’s haste: The Spirit
completely possessed the Virgin Daughter of Nazareth and compelled her to
act.
The story of the Visitation teaches us an important lesson: When Christ is
growing inside of us, we will be led to people, places and situations that we

never dreamed of. We will bear words of consolation and hope that are not
our own. In the very act of consoling others, we will be consoled. We will be
at peace, recollected, because we know that however insignificant our life
and issues seem to be, from them Christ is forming himself.
The women of today’s Gospel show us that it is possible to move beyond
our own little, personal agendas and engage in authentic ministry and
service in the Church. Ministry and service are not simply doing things for
others. Authentic Christian ministers and servants allow themselves to
serve and be served, taught, cared for, consoled and loved. Such moments
liberate us and enable us to sing Magnificat along the journey, and
celebrate the great things that God does for us and His people.
In our own lives, where do we expect Christ to be born? Where do we
expect Him to dwell? Do we see Him in the lowly places and seek Him out in
the broken, lonely, and forgotten? Are we looking to the world this
Christmas season to bring us peace and joy? Do we expect pretty packages
decked out in colorful bows to bring us fulfillment? Are we truly opening our
hearts to the simple humility and grand condescension of the Christ child
sleeping in a manger on a cold winter’s night? These are the questions we
should be asking ourselves as we walk these final days of Advent. We must
enter into the cold darkness of that cave and accept the only gift we need,
Who is the Christ child. We cannot be saved by the world. The only
salvation that exists comes from Jesus Christ. For now, we gaze in
tenderness and love at Our Savior wrapped in swaddling clothes, while a
few short months from now we will stand at the foot of the Cross on Good
Friday awaiting the joy of the Resurrection. Pax Christi.
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