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Praying the Rosary with  Mary as a Believer
Jesus Chris should be as a book always  opened before us from which we are to  learn all that is necessary to know.
—CATHERINE MCAULEY
FOR CHRISTIANS in the new millennium, the rosary or prayer beads are familiar aids to prayer. Originally all  forms of beads—ropes with knots, cords  tightly twisted around one’s fingers or  wrist or kept hidden in a pocket or under a surplice or apron—served as a reminder to follow the exhortation to pray  constantly. Stories are told of the desert   fathers and mothers beginning their day by collecting  stones, counting them out in sevens, and filling their  pockets with them. Then, as the day unfolded and they  went about their duties they would finger a stone, pray,  and then drop the stone as they walked to their next task;  when all the stones were gone, they would stop and once  again collect more. These prayers weren’t meant to be  finished, but were never-ending, a way of praying that  was a way of life, drawing the observers daily into a deeper  consciousness of being “followers of the way” (the first  name for those who followed Jesus Christ).
With the advent of Western monasticism in the fourth  century, members of the community were encouraged to  learn all one hundred and fifty psalms that were prayed  during the seven hours of the Office, the public prayer of  the Church meant to draw all of creation—all of time and  all the peoples of the world—into an endless prayer from  East to West. This was the idea of ringing the world and  encircling it, making all one in Christ. Since many could  not read or found the task of memorizing the psalms a  daunting proposition, they were allowed to substitute the  Our Father “Paters” instead, and the recitation of one  hundred fifty Our Fathers became a “paternoster.” In the  Eastern tradition the prayer that was recited was called the  “Jesus Prayer” from the Scriptures: “Lord, Jesus Christ,  Son of the Living God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  This prayer was chanted slowly, carefully, silently or very  softly over and over again, filling the one who prayed with  a sense of the presence of God everywhere at all times.   John Paul II refers to this tradition of prayer in his recent  Apostolic Letter “On the Most Holy Rosary” when he  writes: “The Rosary belongs among the finest and most  praiseworthy traditions of Christian contemplation.  Developed in the West, it is a typically meditative prayer,  corresponding in some way to the ‘prayer of the heart’ or  ‘Jesus prayer’ which took root in the soil of the Christian  East.” (p. 12, #5)
Just as the Jesus Prayer centered the believer on the  person of Christ, so the praying of the Rosary is intended  to center the believer on “a commitment to the contemplation of the Christian mystery.” (ibid.) The heart and  fullness of the Christian mystery is, of course, the person  of Jesus Christ, the Word of God made flesh of Mary, the  Theotokis (she who bore the Word into the world).  Jesus is a singular human being in history and then the  Christ of the Word of God (the Scriptures) where this  presence of the Risen Lord is given to the Church for all  believers to ponder and to incarnate into their own lives  now.
John Paul II refers to the Rosary as “a compendium  of the Gospel” (“On the Most Holy Rosary,” p. 25, #18).  And he quotes Paul VI to describe how the Rosary is a  Gospel prayer and a Christological prayer.
As a Gospel prayer, centered on the mystery of  the redemptive Incarnation, the Rosary is a  prayer with a clearly Christological orientation.  Its most characteristic element, in fact, the   litany-like succession of Hail Marys, becomes in  itself an unceasing praise of Christ, who is the ultimate object both of the angel’s announcement  and the greeting of the mother of John the  Baptist: “Blessed is the fruit of your womb”  (Luke 1:42). We would go further and say that the  succession of Hail Marys constitutes the warp on  which is woven the contemplation of the mysteries. The Jesus that each Hail Mary recalls is the  same Jesus whom the succession of mysteries proposes to us now as the Son of God, now as the  Son of the Virgin. (#28 Apostolic Exhortation  Marials Cultus [February 2, 1974], 46: AAS 6  [1974], 155)
Again, there is that image of the loom, and the warp  describing how the singular thread of the Hail Marys is  meant to disappear into the other threads, the mysteries  of the Word of God in the Scriptures. Always the unifying element is the Word of God. Again John Paul II  writes: “The Rosary is also a path of proclamation and increasing knowledge, in which the mystery of Christ is  presented again and again at different levels of the  Christian experience. Its form is that of a prayerful and  contemplative presentation, capable of forming Christians according to the heart of Christ.” (p. 23, #17)
It is with this in mind that John Paul II decided to add  to the traditional mysteries of the Rosary. As the Rosary  developed in the Middle Ages, much of the core of the  Scriptures, the life and teachings of Jesus, was omitted,   with concentration on his birth, and sufferings, death,  and resurrection. Since many could not read, emphasis  was placed upon events and moments that had been described in the Gospels while neglecting the teachings,  parables, and prayers of Jesus. What was left out was the  heart of the Good News, “the mysteries of Christ’s public ministry between his Baptism and his passion.” (p. 26,  #19) Even with the insertion of these five new mysteries of  light, or luminous mysteries, only a tiny portion of the  Word of God in the Gospels is highlighted for reflection.  The five mysteries of light are turning points, or large  theological concepts that are found fleshed out in the  Gospels. They are, as it were, jumping-off places, catalysts for entering into the depths of the Word of God in  the Scriptures. The moments of light that have been  singled out are: I. Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan, 2. his  self-manifestation at the wedding of Cana; 3. his proclamation of the Kingdom of God, with his call to conversion, 4. his transfiguration; and finally, 5. his institution  of the Eucharist, as the sacramental expression of the  Paschal Mystery. RVM

1, “Each of these mysteries is a revelation of the Kingdom now present in the very person of  Jesus.” (pp. 28–29, #21)
In some ways the inclusion of these five luminous  mysteries is an attempt to introduce major themes of the   entire Gospels. The focus is to be on Jesus and only secondarily on Mary as believer, who with us seeks to follow  the commands of Jesus, walking in his way, his truth and  life, toward the Father, in the power of the Spirit. John  Paul II explains how Mary is “found” in these mysteries.
In these mysteries, apart from the miracle of  Cana, the presence of Mary remains in the background. The Gospels make only the briefest reference to her occasional presence at one moment  or other during the preaching of Jesus (cf. Mark  3:31–35; John 2:12), and they give no indication  that she was present at the Last Supper and the  institution of the Eucharist. Yet the role she assumed at Cana in some way accompanies Christ  throughout his ministry. The revelation made  directly by the Father at the Baptism in the Jordan  and echoed by John the Baptist is placed upon  Mary’s lips at Cana, and it becomes the great maternal counsel which Mary addresses to the  Church of every age: “Do whatever he tells you”  (John 2:5). This counsel is a fitting introduction  to the words and signs of Christ’s public ministry  and it forms the Marian foundation of all the  “mysteries of light.” (RVM, p. 30, #21)
Again, this command is directed to us, summoning us to  obey the Word of God as found in the Scriptures, to concentrate on focusing our attention on what Jesus is doing  and how he is revealing what the kingdom looks like now,  in his presence on earth.
John Paul II seeks in his Apostolic Letter to help the  Church to “rediscover the age-old tradition of the recitation of the Rosary” in the same light as his exhortation to  rediscover the Liturgy of the Hours, in his letter  “Novo  Millennio Ineunte,” asking parish communities and groups  to make the Office a part of their daily life. With the  addition of the mysteries of light, the Pope seeks to infuse new life into this devotion, calling for renewed  consciousness of the need to “pray always and not lose  heart” (Luke 13:1) and to situate all prayer in the context  of the Word of God, the Scriptures. As Thérèse of Lisieux  said in her writings: “. . . it is especially the Gospels  which sustain me during my hours of prayer, for in them  I find what is necessary for my poor little soul. I am constantly discovering in them new lights, hidden and mysterious meanings.” (Quoted in “On Reading with  Abandonment,” Pat Hall, Living Prayer, September/  October 1994, pp. 13–17)
As with all devotions, the five mysteries’ intent is to  lead toward a deeper appreciation of and participation in  the Liturgy of the Word and the Eucharist. Private and  devotional communal prayer are to be practiced as the  necessary basis for delving ever more deeply into the  sources of our Christian life: the Word of God in the  Scriptures, the Liturgy of the Eucharist, and the sacraments. The recitation of the Rosary with contemplative  reflection on the mysteries of the gospel must invariably  lead to an intimate reading, study, and love of the Word  of God itself. As John Paul reminds us, as we pray the  Rosary, it must be prayed with concentration, attentiveness, and with an attitude of conversion of heart and life,  or it is an empty, run-on prayer. He writes:
The Rosary, precisely because it starts with Mary’s  own experience, is an exquisitely contemplative  prayer. Without this contemplative dimension, it  would lose its meaning, as Pope Paul VI clearly  pointed out: “Without contemplation, the Rosary  is a body without a soul, and its recitation runs the  risk of becoming a mechanical repetition of formulas, in violation of the admonition of Christ:  ‘In praying do not heap up empty phrases as the  Gentiles do; for they think they will be heard for  their many words’ (Matthew 6:7). By its nature  the recitation of the Rosary calls for a quiet  rhythm and a lingering pace, helping the individual to meditate on the mysteries of the Lord’s life  as seen through the eyes of her who was closest to  the Lord. In this way the unfathomable riches of  these mysteries are disclosed.” (Apostolic Exhortation Marialis Cultus [February 2, 1974], 47: AAS  [1974], 156 in JPII [p. 17, #12])
For these reasons, each of the reflections presented in  this book on the twenty mysteries of Christ’s life as contemplated in the Rosary prayer will begin with portions of  the Scriptures to be read and reflected upon prior to the  actual recitation. And it is hoped that reflection upon  these short pieces of the Word of God will lead those who  pray the Rosary to use the Scriptures as their essential and  basic prayer, alone and in community, along with the   Liturgy of the Eucharist, and to see the Word as primary  to the Christian life of prayer.
THE ROSARY ASA PRAYER FOR PEACE
“The Rosary is by is nature a prayer for peace,  since it consists in the contemplation of Christ,  the Prince of Peace, the one who is ‘our peace.’ ”
—EPHESIANS 2:14; P. 50, #40
At the very beginning of his Apostolic Letter on the  Rosary, John Paul II writes that the Rosary needs to be  prayed in these times “first of all, . . . to implore from  God the gift of peace.” (p. 12, #6) This millennium began with acts of terrorism, violence, and bloodshed, and  has continued to escalate into worldwide nationalistic  and religious confrontations that threaten to engulf humankind in a future of fear. On January 13, 2003, the  Pope met with ambassadors of the world at the Vatican to  categorically state that there cannot be another war. He  spoke forcibly, stressing both the teaching of the Church  and of the United Nations. His points situate any prayer  in the context of harsh and demanding realities that surround all peoples of the earth.
After referring to “the feeling of fear which often  dwells in the hearts of our contemporaries,” and  the “insidious terrorism capable of striking at any   time anywhere,” as well as “the unresolved problem of the Middle East,” the Pope today exclaimed: “No to war! War is not always inevitable.  It is always a defeat for humanity.”
On the contrary, “international law, honest  dialogue, solidarity between states, the noble exercise of diplomacy: These are the methods worthy of individuals and nations in resolving their  differences. I say this as I think of those who still  place their trust in nuclear weapons and of the all-too-numerous conflicts which continue to hold  hostage our brothers and sisters in humanity.”
Adamantly, he continued teaching, and exhorting the  ambassadors:
And what are we to say of the threat of war which  could strike the people of Iraq, the land of the  prophets, a people already sorely tried by more  than 12 years of embargo? War is never just another means that one can choose to employ for  settling differences between nations. . . . The  solution will never be imposed by recourse to terrorism or armed conflict, as if military victories  could be the solution. (Zenit, Vatican City,  January 13, 2003; State of the World, According  to John Paul II)
As part of this address, John Paul cried out: “No to  Death! No to Selfishness! No to War!” It is in light of   these words to the ambassadors of the world community  that his words in the Apostolic Letter on the Rosary must  be read and taken to heart: “Consequently, one cannot  recite the Rosary without feeling caught up in a clear  commitment to advancing peace, especially in the land  of Jesus, still so sorely afflicted and so close to the heart  of every Christian.” (p. 12, #6) This theme is returned to  again and again in the letter, calling everyone who prays  the Rosary to engage in the active work of justice, care for  the poor, dialogue, nonviolent conflict negotiation, demand for universal law, and resistance to the idea of the  use of weapons and military force as inevitable or even to  be considered, except as an extreme possibility after every  other option has been exhausted. As he addresses all believers at the end of the letter, he writes specifically of becoming peacemakers as a necessity for all who believe the  Word of God and pray the Rosary.
In a word, by focusing our eyes on Christ, the  Rosary also makes us peacemakers in the world.  By its nature as an insistent choral petition in  harmony with Christ’s invitation to “pray ceaselessly” (Luke 18:1), the Rosary allows us to hope  that, even today, the difficult “battle” for peace  can be won. Far from offering an escape from the  problems of the world, the Rosary obliges us to  see them with responsible and generous eyes, and  obtains for us the strength to face them with the  certainty of God’s help and the intention of   bearing witness in every situation to “love, which  binds everything together in perfect harmony.”  (Colossians 3:14) (pp. 50–51, #40)
Alongside this call to participate in the transformation of the world into the kingdom of peace with justice  comes the explanation of the possible effects of the  Rosary on the Church communities of parish and family.  The Pope reminds believers that the Rosary in the past  often brought families closer together. And this devotion  to the Rosary is linked to the necessity of saying the  Liturgy of the Hours in small communities and parishes  so that they complement each other as two paths of  Christian contemplation. Praying together in public, believers, “in turning their eyes towards Jesus, also regain  the ability to look one another in the eye, to communicate, to show solidarity, to forgive one another and to see  their covenant of love renewed in the Spirit of God.”  (RVM, p. 51, #41)
The theologian Karl Barth wrote, “To clasp one’s  hands in prayer is the beginning of an uprising against  the disorder of the world.” But it is only the beginning of  a way of life that allows believers to resist evil and practice  virtue steadfastly as a personal endeavor and, as a community, to witness to the gospel in their ethics and public behaviors. Bernard of Clairvaux wrote, “While  offering up the sacrifice of praise . . . let us make every  endeavor to put meaning into our observance, to fill the  meaning with love, our love with joy and our joy with realism; let that realism be tempered with humility and our  humility buoyant with liberty.” The person of Jesus  Christ, the Word of God, is the ultimate source of all  virtue and holiness, and it is in our actions, our decisions, and our associations with others that our belief in  Him is practiced and attested to, rather than any statement of theology or protestation of belief. It is in putting  our reputations, what we hold dear, and our very lives on  the line that we stand up for what we believe and obey the  Word of God.
Simone Weil, in the past century, put this reality in  terms that cannot be refuted:
Christ does not save all those who say to Him,  “Lord, Lord.” But he saves all those who out of a  pure heart give a piece of bread to a starving man,  without thinking about Him the least little bit.  And these, when He thanks them, reply: “Lord,  when did we feed thee?” An atheist and an infidel, capable of pure compassion, are as close to  God as is a Christian, and consequently know  Him equally well, although their knowledge is expressed in other words, or remains unspoken.  For “God is Love.”
If we are to “take up the Rosary” once again as part of  our tradition, we must again “take up our cross” and  “take the Word of God into our hearts” along with the  poor, the victims of injustice and violence. In fact, we   must stretch our hearts to take the whole world within,  holding all peoples, especially our enemies, with tender  regard just as our God—the Trinity of the Father, the  Son, and the Spirit—holds all of us securely, strongly, and  freely.

MARY AS ABELIEVER  AND DISCIPLE IN THE SCRIPTURES
“She is the loom on which God wove his design.”
—PROCLUS OF CONSTANTINOPLE
This phrase was used to describe Mary—or Myriam, as she  would have been called in Hebrew, after Miriam, the  prophetess and leader of song at the Red Sea, who was the  sister of Moses. It was she who saved her brother by placing him in a basket of reeds and sending it downstream,  where it would be found by Pharaoh’s daugher, Bithia.  And it was probably she who suggested to the Egyptian  princess that she knew a Hebrew woman-slave who would  nurse the child. It was Miriam who saved Moses’s life so  that he could grow up to be the liberator and the lawgiver  of the people Israel. There are so many women named  Mary, so many Myriams in the Gospels, that we often forget it was the hope and prayer of every Jewish woman that  she would be the mother of the one who would set Israel  free once again and that her child would be the one who   would be called the Son of Justice and Peace, often referred to as the Messiah. Mary’s history and tradition  were, from the very beginning, closely related to the  Word of Yahweh, who bent down to hear the cries of his  people in bondage and then sent Moses to save his people and call them out of slavery and into a future as a  covenanted people belonging to God alone. Every  woman in Israel fervently hoped to be bound up with the  liberation of her people and play a pivotal role in fulfilling God’s Word, making Israel the light to all the other  nations.
Who is this woman Mary, the mother of Jesus, the  Word of God in the Scriptures? Perhaps a story from one  of the Native American traditions can shed light on who  she is, both as a Jew, a believer, a disciple, and a member  of her community. The story is from the Abenaki tribe,  from upstate New York and the New England area as it  extends into eastern Canada. This version, I heard from  an Abenaki storyteller, Joseph Bruchac, who is Abenaki  Indian and Polish by descent. I heard it many years ago  and it has stayed with me, making me think over and over  again, dig more deeply into my own tradition of  Christianity, ponder the similarities with his traditions,  and wonder at the depth of shared belief and practice.  This is the way I tell it now, most often as introductory  material in talking about Mary, as believer and disciple  among all the children of God.
Once upon a time, there lived four friends. They had  grown up together, lived close by one another, played and   hunted and learned their skills as warriors and married  and had children, sharing so much in common. And they  still gathered together on winter evenings and told the  old stories they had heard as children, and their dreams  and hopes. In fact, night after night, winter after winter,  the talk always came back to the same topic. They had  dreamed as children and young men of going on a journey together, in search of the Great Spirit to ask of him a  favor, a gift, and then return home to share that with others. But they had never gone and it was all they talked  about. Finally, it was their wives who got together and decided it was time for them to stop talking and go on that  journey. The wives prepared for the time away, laying in  extra food, hides, and skins, and made sure that they had  everything they needed for an extended stay without their  husbands. The men worked hard and it was time for them  to go. There were farewells filled with the paradox of joy  for the journey long awaited and sadness at leaving their  wives and children, their village, and their lives behind  them. But they had wanted to do this their whole life  long. And so they went their way.
They paddled their canoes all day, resting that night,  and again a second day. By the third day they had gone  farther from their village than any of them had been before. It was new territory. They were excited and a bit  fearful but paddled on. They heard a great roaring and  wondered if they were getting close to the home of the  Great Spirit, Gitchie Manitou. The waters were rough,  the currents quick, and they were fighting to keep control  of their canoes when all of a sudden, they saw where they   were headed: rushing waters, great rocks, and then—over  a mighty falls! In a flash they knew why no one had ever  returned from their journeys to find the Great Spirit.  And they went sailing out over the falls and fell thousands  of feet into the roaring waters below.
When they awoke it was dark and they found themselves in a cave. At first they thought they were dead and  in the land of the spirits. They were dressed in fresh  deerskins, beautiful clothing, and they were warm and  dry. And then they were served, by beautiful young men  and women, food and drink that were more delicious  than anything they had ever tasted. There was music,  singing, dancing, and storytelling, and they looked at one  another and tried to remember everything so that, if they  got back home, they could share it with their people. And  then they noticed an ancient elder over in the corner  whom all the people deferred to with reverence. He beckoned to them and they rose, and sat around him in a circle. They knew, sitting in the silence, that this was the  One they had sought. This One was the Great Spirit. He  smoked his pipe slowly, watching them and looking  deeply into each one of them in turn. Then he spoke  solemnly and welcomed them to his home along the  river, under the great falls called Niagara. They were his  guests for the evening, and in the morning they would be  given all they needed for their journey home. But now it  was time for them to ask for what they wanted, a gift to  take with them, for that was the reason they had come  looking for him.
He looked at the first man, who knew exactly what he   wanted. He had thought of this moment all his life. He  said, “I want the gift of living longer than anyone else.”  The others looked at him, surprised, but he went on to  explain: “Among our people there is a great need for wisdom, and wisdom is most often obtained by long life, experience, and acquired knowledge. That is what I want.”  The Great Spirit looked at him, nodded, and picked up  a deerskin bag. He blew his breath into it, pulled the  strings tight, and gave it to the man with the words: “Do  not open this until you get home and are in the presence  of your loved ones and all the people.” And he turned to  the next man. He spoke quickly, knowing exactly what he  wanted as his gift: “I want to be taller than anyone else in  my tribe.” The others were startled once again—why that  gift? But he went on to explain: “Among our people, a  leader usually stands tall, towering above the others. I am  very short and no one thinks that I could be a leader, but  I want to lead my people to their destiny.” The Great  Spirit looked at him, nodded, and picked up a deerskin  bag. He blew his breath into it, pulled the strings tight,  and gave it to him with the words: “Do not open this until you get home and are in the presence of your loved  ones and all the people.”
He looked toward the third man, who spoke confidently: “I want to have more than anyone else in my  tribe.” Then he immediately realized that the request  must sound selfish, and he went on to explain. “In our  tribe, it is the custom to practice giveaways, making sure  that all are taken care of and all have what they need, especially if they are old, or poor, or ill, or orphans and  widows. I want to be able to give to all of them and make  sure that there is no one in need.” The Great Spirit  looked at him, nodded, and picked up a deerskin bag. He  blew his breath into it, pulled the strings tight, and gave  it to him with the words: “Do not open this until you get  home and are in the presence of your loved ones and all  the people.” And then it was the last man’s turn. The  Great Spirit turned and looked and him, and the man  was distraught. After a moment he spoke: “I don’t know  what I want. I have thought of this all my life and I don’t  know what is needed.” The Great Spirit looked at him  long and then said, “What if I give you a gift of my choosing?” The man nodded gratefully. So the Great Spirit  took a deerskin bag, blew his breath into it, pulled the  strings tight, and gave it to him with the words: “Do not  open this until you get home and are in the presence of  your loved ones and all the people.” And the man took  his bag, as had the others, holding it close to his heart.  They listened to the music, and the stories, and soon fell  into a deep, heavy sleep. When they awoke the next  morning they found themselves in their canoes, once  again upon the waters and heading back to their village.
They looked at one another in amazement and wordlessly started to paddle for home as fast as they could. Now  the only important thing was to get home. They raced,  paddling all day, all night, stopping only when they could  not go any farther, drifting in their canoes, their paddles  on their knees. On the second day, one of the men, the   one who wanted to live longer than any one else, pulled  out ahead and disappeared around a bend in the river.  Out of sight, he stopped and took out his bag, thinking  to himself, It will be fine if I just take a peek inside and  see what is in here. He opened the bag and swoosh . . . the  Great Spirit’s breath was released and immediately the  man became a great, heavy stone, sinking through the canoe and down into the depths of the river. And, they say,  he has lived longer than anyone in his tribe. Just then,  the second man came around the bend of the river ahead  of the other two and slowed his pace, taking out his bag.  He been thinking to himself too: I’ll just open the bag a  little bit and see what’s in there. So he pulled the strings  and the Great Spirit’s breath was released and immediately the man shot up, becoming a great, tall tree with its  roots plunging through the bottom of the canoe, deep  into the soil at the bottom of the river. And they say he is  taller than anyone in his tribe still.
The other two paddled past the tree, not remembering a great tree in the middle of the river, but not thinking much about it. They were intent on getting home and  wondered how the other two had gotten so far ahead of  them. The third man now pulled ahead and paddled to  the end of a small outcrop of land, at the far end of the  village, away from anyone’s sight. He’d planned this with  his wife from the very beginning. She would be waiting  for him there, and as he hoped, there she was on the end  of the spit of land. He pulled up and she jumped into the  canoe. They floated a ways out into deeper water and she   excitedly asked him what had happened. He blurted out  some of the story and got immediately to the part about  getting the gift. “Did you ask for more than everyone  else?” “Yes” he answered and together they opened the  bag. The Great Spirit’s breath was released and suddenly  their canoe was filled with hides, skins, kettles, brass, arrowheads, feathers, game, corn, seed, and it just kept piling up. Before they could do anything, the canoe sank  with the weight and the two of them went down with all  their new possessions and they drowned. They still are the  ones with more things than anyone else in the village.
The last man paddled as quickly as he could toward  the village, near exhaustion, wondering where the others  were. The word went up and they were waiting for him as  he drew his canoe up on the shore. He was embraced by  his wife and children, his parents and relations, while all  the members of the tribe from the elders to the newborn  gathered around. They drew him into a tepee, fed him,  and let him rest for a while. Then later in the evening all  gathered in the tent to listen to his story and find out what  had happened to him while he was gone on his journey.  He was told that none of his three friends had yet returned. He was the only one who had made it home.
He began and told them of the journey, the days away  and the new territory and the great falls and how they  could not stop and went over, thinking they would die.  He told them about waking up under the falls in the  home of the Great Spirit, of the food and the beautiful  people and the music, the songs and the stories he heard.   And then he spoke of the Great Spirit smoking the pipe  of peace, and of being his guests and the gifts. He told of  the other three men and their requests and how they had  been given deerskin bags with the Great Spirit’s breath  held inside and told not to open their gifts until they were  home with their loved ones and the rest of the tribe. And  then he told them of his hesitation and not knowing what  to ask for and the Great Spirit’s suggestion that he himself choose the gift he would give to him. And he too was  given the Great Spirit’s breath in the deerskin bag and  told not to open it. He told of the trip back and showed  them the bag. There was a great silence and many deep  breaths and sighs as he opened his bag. The Great Spirit’s  breath was released but when he looked into the bag, he  found that it was empty! There was nothing in the bag!  He sat stunned and silent, disappointed, fearful, confused, remembering all that had happened, and dug deep  into his heart wondering what this might mean, pondering all these things in his heart. The people all sat there  for many hours, and then one by one they left to go to  their own homes, until only his wife remained with him  in the silence.
Life went on in the village, and often the people  would see him sitting under a tree, or inside his tepee, or  down by the river, holding his bag close to his heart, his  eyes open or closed, and his body silent, straining, listening to all around and within him, saying nothing. He  would carefully open the bag that had held the Great  Spirit’s breath, and sit, pondering all these things in his   heart. Then one day, the elders came to him, asking his  help and opinion. There had been many months without  rain, and the crops were wilting and dying. This was the  second year in a row where they would lose all their food.  Did he know what to do? He sat, pondering their question for many hours, into the night, holding his bag from  the Great Spirit, and in the morning he came to them  with the idea of building a series of canals that would  bring the water from the Great River to the fields. It was  hard work but the crops survived, and from that year on  they did not have to depend upon just the rains for their  harvest. Months went by and the elders came to him  again. This time there was a strange sickness in the camps  that spared no one—the old, the young, or the women  giving birth. Did he know what it was or how to stop its  walk of death? Again, for many days and nights he sat with  his deerskin bag and pondered their question and his  people’s pain. Finally he rose and asked for the shamans,  the medicine women, to walk with him in the woods. He  asked them what certain roots and leaves were used for  and how they both helped and hindered when they were  used. And together they came up with a tea for all the  people to drink. It was bitter, but there were no more  deaths in the village, and with other herbs the people recovered.
This was how it happened: They would come to him  whenever there was a need among the people, or they suffered, or there was dissension in the camps or arguments  among the clans. And he would sit with his deerskin bag   and ponder all these things in his heart, digging deep  into memory, story, music, and his people’s pain until he  knew what to do. The people came to rely on him and  they made him their chief, obeying his counsel, and for  many decades there was peace among the people who followed him. They say his name was Hiawatha and that he  was favored by the Great Spirit, and that as long as they sat  together and pondered these things with the deerskin  bag, there was always a way of hope, a way to follow, and  the people prospered and dwelled in peace. That is what  they say when they tell this story, called “Digging Deep.”
This story says so much about the Great Spirit, about  gifts and being favored, about community and prayer,  about gifts given for the people, about obedience and  openness to serve others. And it speaks reams about contemplation, of “pondering all these things in your heart,”  of reflecting on the Great Spirit’s words and living in the  presence of the Great Spirit’s breath, which renews, responds, gives, heals, and makes meaning, redeeming all  situations and relationships among the people. This is in  a very true sense a story about Mary and her life once the  Spirit of God came upon her. But it is also a story about  all of our lives when the Spirit of God has come upon us  in our baptisms of water and the spirit. And then we learn  to obey and to ponder all these things, attempting to see  our lives in light of the Word of the Gospels. This image,  perhaps more than any other, can help us to look at  Mary, as believer, as disciple, as healer, as one who prays  and listens to the community and who reflects upon the  Word, as we too are called to do with her.
There are only a few stories about Mary in the  Gospels, and she lives and has meaning only in relation  to the Word made flesh revealed in the Scriptures. She is  barely mentioned in Mark, except for a reference found  in all the Synoptic Gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke).  This is the incident in which Jesus’ relatives come to him  while he is teaching his disciples, and when he is told  about their presence outside, waiting for him, he says:  “Who is my mother, my brother and my sister? Anyone  who hears the Word of my Father and obeys it is mother,  brother and sister to me.” (Mark 3:31, Matthew 12:48)  In Matthew’s gospel she is seen and mentioned only in  relation to her child, described in the first chapters as  “This is how Jesus Christ was born. Mary his
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