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INTRODUCTION
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When I attended Catholic grade school and Catholic high school in the 1950s and 60s, Mary was an essential part of Church and school life. From the Angelus at noon to May altars to spiritual bouquets filled with rosaries, Mary and Marian devotion pervaded our spiritual focus. The nuns who taught me encouraged all young ladies to become “just like Mary,” especially in matters of dress. “Ask yourself if Mary would wear an outfit before you put it on,” we were admonished.

I think that’s when I first started having a little trouble with Mary. The only pictures I’d ever seen of her showed her wearing a long dress and cloak. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t picture Mary in the blue and gold plaid skirt and white knee socks that made up our school uniform, and I certainly couldn’t imagine her in a bathing suit (no matter how modest) or Levi 501s.

From that point on, Mary began to seem less relevant to my life. Gradually, I stuck her on a mental shelf, to be brushed off at Christmas and on holy days. It wasn’t that I actively disliked her. It’s just that most of the pictures and prayers and stories the nuns told us made her seem like a cross between a plaster statue, Pollyanna, and Mrs. America. (Not to mention the fact she never wore anything except a long blue dress with stars on it!)

After I became an adult, I gave Mary nodding recognition as the Mother of Jesus, but she never was central to my faith. So, if I wasn’t crazy about Mary, why did I want to write a book about her?

One of the main reasons was my own mother. She’s always had a profound devotion to Our Lady. From the time I was a little girl, she would tell me about being able to picture herself with Mary and Jesus as she said the Rosary. I wanted to understand Mary a little more so that I could get to know my mother a little better. In addition, I wanted to write a book that would express my gratitude to my mother for having passed on a measure of her own deep and abiding faith, and what better way to do that than to write a book honoring the Mother of God? Finally, I’ll admit the journalist/reporter in me wanted to know what it was about Mary that has made her so appealing over the ages. By researching what others had written and said about the Blessed Virgin, I hoped I might be able to figure out what has inspired such overwhelming devotion.

So I started to read what had been written about Mary and investigate the theology behind Marian devotions. Armed with that information, I began to write what I thought a Mary book should be. In the first draft, Mary was totally, completely and utterly holy. She was also gorgeous, unflappable, and perfect in every way, shape, and form.

Every stereotype image of Mary Most Holy that I had created in my mind bubbled to the surface and I felt obliged to try to twist those images into something I personally found positive and encouraging. Ironically, the more I wrote about that Mary, the more I disliked her. And the more I disliked her, the guiltier I felt and the harder I tried to like her.

It didn’t work. About halfway through the process, I gave up. I had said everything I could about that saccharine Mary and I was no closer to understanding why my mother and so many millions of others were so in love with her than I was when I began. In fact, I liked Mary even less than when I had begun!

So I put aside all the books I’d collected and the theology I had been reading and I began to concentrate on Mary as I found her in the Scriptures. I read and reread the passages in the New Testament that talked about the Annunciation, the Visitation, and the Nativity until I practically had them memorized. I threw out all the pictures of the Virgin as a flaxen-haired waif and looked at photos of Middle Eastern women in National Geographic. I set aside the multitude of prayers I’d collected and instead asked Mary to help me discover who she really was, not what I—or anyone else—thought she should be, but who Marim of Nazareth, a woman of first-century Israel, really was.

Then I began to write: not what I thought I should write, but what I felt I had to write. Gradually, a very different Mary from the pious statue I had first envisioned began to emerge. I realized that I had subtly (and not so subtly) placed Mary into the role of quasi-goddess. I had been trying to make her into someone or something she never was and never could be. As I let the Mary of Scripture emerge, I met a flesh-and-blood woman who laughed and cried and danced and ate and drank and talked and loved. I met a woman who was indeed worthy to become the Mother of God.

I don’t claim any special revelations about the Blessed Virgin. She has not appeared to me (and I probably would die of cardiac arrest if she did!). She hasn’t spoken directly to me or sent me any celestial messages, so I can’t be certain that the Mary I have discovered would pass theological muster in all areas.

What I am certain about, however, is that I’ve discovered a woman whose life can inspire my own and a mother whose love is so expansive it transcends time and space.

Regardless of whether you’ve been devoted to Mary your entire life or if, like me, you’ve come to know and appreciate her somewhat later, I hope these reflections will help you grow in understanding and affection for this incredible, extraordinary, and unique woman who was chosen by God to be a pivotal figure in the salvation history of humanity. I hope that you will discover, as I did, that Mary is not just the Theotokos, the Virgin, the Mother of God, but that she is also Mary, our companion, our friend, and our mother.

(And you might even conclude, as I finally did, that if she were living on earth today, she very well might wear Levis once in a while instead of constantly putting on a long blue dress!)

Woodeene Koenig-Bricker May 1997





JANUARY 1

[image: image]

The Solemnity of Mary

Mary is honored by many titles and many names, but her place in history is secured by one fact, and one fact only: she agreed to become the mother of the Messiah. In essence, Mary’s entire renown rests on her motherhood.

But Mary isn’t just the mother of Jesus. She’s also the spiritual mother of all who follow the way of her son. Pope John Paul II, who dedicated his priesthood to Mary, asserted in his encyclical Redemptoris Mater that “the Mother of Christ, who stands at the very center of the mystery—a mystery which embraces each individual and all humanity—is given as Mother to every individual and all mankind…. [Mary] is clearly the mother of the members of Christ…since she cooperated out of love so that there might be born into the Church the faithful.”

As we begin a new year, it’s fitting that we look to Mary as an example of the importance of motherhood for humanity. All too often, we forget that being a mother, in the fullest and truest sense of the word, is essential to the continuation of the human race.

While not every person is called to be a mother in the biological sense, we’re all called to be life-givers and love-bearers. And isn’t that really what a mother is—a person who is willing to nurture life and love? Isn’t that what the world really needs?

In what ways can I emulate Mary as a life-giver and life-nurturer? How can I model my life on that of Mary?

[image: image]

I CELEBRATE AND REJOICE IN LIFE. I USE MY TALENTS TO BUILD UP RATHER THAN TEAR DOWN, TO CREATE RATHER THAN DESTROY, TO LOVE RATHER THAN HATE.





JANUARY 2
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The Abundant Life

Abundance: a quantity that is more than enough; plenty.

OXFORD AMERICAN DICTIONARY

We’re quick to say that we live in a land of abundance, but how many of us really believe we have “more than enough”? The advertising industry is predicated on the principle that we don’t have all we need, that there’s always room for more.

Yet how much do we really need? And more important, what do we really need?

No one would say that Mary lived a life of plenty, yet without doubt she lived an abundant life. She embraced both joy and sorrow, concentrating not on what she could obtain but on what she could become. Her entire life was one continual yes to the grace and gifts God desired to give her—the same grace and gifts God desires to give each one of us.

But in order to have space in our hearts to accept God’s gifts, we must make a conscious decision to let go of the desire to acquire. We must rouse ourselves from the numbing grip of possession-sickness to experience the liberating freedom of love. Once we do so, we’ll discover that we no longer feel the need to find validation in a big-screen TV, the latest fashions, or a fancy new car. Instead, we will find the wholeness we were created to experience in deep and authentic relationships with other people.

After all, it’s only in creating authentic relationships based on love that we can discover what it truly means to live the abundant life.

Do I seek fulfillment in an abundance of possessions or in an abundance of love? What material goods can I release today in order to create room for spiritual growth?

[image: image]

TODAY I LET GO OF THOSE POSSESSIONS THAT ARE PREVENTING ME FROM LIVING LIFE TO THE FULLEST.





JANUARY 3
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A Change of Plans

Just imagine the scene. Joseph wakes up in the middle of the night, having had a dream in which an angel tells him to head to Egypt immediately. He rolls over, wakes up Mary, and announces, “We’ve got to go. Pack up the baby, and let’s get out of here!”

Mary undoubtedly had a few rather pointed questions at that moment. It seems likely that she would have asked why they were in such a hurry. She might have wondered if his dream had really been a visit from an angel or was merely the result of too much garlic with the previous night’s flatbread. And even after she was convinced that Joseph had had a vision, she might have asked about the travel arrangements. (“Have you considered where we’re going to find a donkey at this time of night?”)

If Mary did indeed question Joseph, that doesn’t make her any less holy than if she had meekly put Jesus in a sling and headed out to the desert. After all, she did talk frankly with an angel when he told her she was going to have a baby despite being a virgin. It seems unrealistic to think that she wouldn’t have asked her husband a few questions about their sudden, urgent need to head into the desert.

But speculation on her reaction notwithstanding, the fact remains that Mary was willing to change her plans—which probably included a visit to her parents to show off the baby—to accommodate the necessity of following the angel’s directive. She understood that being able to adapt at the last moment is sometimes the only way to save your life.

How do I react when I’m faced with a sudden, urgent change of plans? Can I be flexible enough to accept someone else’s directions once in a while?

[image: image]

TODAY I’LL BE FLEXIBLE AND WILLING TO CHANGE MY PLANS.





JANUARY 4
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Laws of Creation

Many of the classical pictures of Mary and the infant Jesus portray gentle moments of tender affection between mother and child. Mary gazes lovingly at her son, who gazes lovingly back at his mother.

One of the reasons that these paintings have such lasting appeal is that they tap into our universal human desire for affection. It’s not enough to be cared for physically, we need to be cared for emotionally as well. We need to feel that we’re loved. Even Jesus and Mary weren’t above that fundamental need.

But how do we go about having that need fulfilled?

One of the universal—and seemingly contradictory—laws of creation is that in order to get, we have to give. In fact, the law is directly reciprocal: we receive what we relinquish.

This principle has entered into our collective wisdom as the proverb “You reap what you sow.” Thus, if you’re looking for love and affection in your life, start loving others. If you want to feel cared for, start caring for others. If you want to feel valued, start valuing others.

A prayer attributed to St. Francis eloquently expresses this truth:


… for it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.



What do I want to get out of life?

How am I currently giving those things to others?
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TODAY I WILL SOW THOSE THINGS I WANT TO REAP TOMORROW.





JANUARY 5
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Amazement

When angels appear in the Scriptures, the first words they say are generally some variation on “Don’t be afraid!” The one exception is the greeting Mary receives. When the angel Gabriel appears to her, to ask her to cooperate in the birth of God’s son, his first words are “Hail, favored one! The Lord is with you!” In fact, the word hail might better be translated as “Rejoice!”

As intriguing as the angel’s greeting is, Mary’s reaction is even more fascinating. It isn’t rejoicing—but it isn’t fear either. We’re told that she “was greatly troubled…and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.” Mary appears to be amazed not so much by the messenger as by the message. It’s as if she takes the presence of the angel for granted, though she’s confused by his words of address.

Gabriel’s next words almost sound superfluous, since they are the usual “Don’t be afraid.” One can imagine Mary frowning a little and saying, “I’m not afraid. I’m just wondering what you’re doing here.”

We often say that we’re amazed when we’re really just shocked and scared. What separates amazement from mere surprise is the fact that amazement results in action. Mary’s reaction to the angel is a perfect example of true amazement. After an initial sensation of surprise, coupled with curiosity and bewilderment, she doesn’t stand slack-jawed, staring at Gabriel; she listens to his message, considers his request, and then makes a decision.

The next time you’re feeling shocked and scared, don’t let it stop there; ask yourself what you’re going to do with your reaction, how you can turn it into action-oriented amazement. You may be “amazed” to discover what God has in store for you!

When was the last time you were amazed? 
What did you do about it?

[image: image]

WHEN I’M AMAZED,I USE MY WONDER AND CURIOSITY FOR MY SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT BY CONVERTING THEM INTO PRACTICAL ACTION.





JANUARY 6
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Epiphany

On the Feast of Epiphany, which we celebrate today, the Christian Church traditionally commemorates the visit of the Wise Men to the Holy Family. The Wise Men—or the Magi, as they’re sometimes called—came from the East, following a star that signified the birth of a king. They brought three gifts—gold, frankincense, and myrrh—which is why we traditionally believe (although the Gospel accounts don’t mention any specific number) that there were three of them, each bearing one gift. Although the gifts they brought were fit for a king, the Wise Men themselves weren’t kings.

So why is this feast called Epiphany? The word itself, in its religious connotation, means “the appearance of a superhuman being.” Given that definition, it seems that Christmas would be a better time to celebrate. But the word epiphany can also mean “a revelation, a realization,” and that’s exactly what we recall on this day. On this feast, the significance of Mary’s son was revealed to all people—not just shepherds and angels, but Jews and Gentiles alike. For the Magi, this day was truly an epiphany. They had followed a star, not knowing what to expect, and it had led them to the desires of their heart.

We too are called to experience epiphanies in our lives—those moments when, for the briefest second, everything seems to make sense; when we catch a glimmer of why we’re here and sense the reason behind the plans of the universe.

Like the Wise Men, we’re called to follow our star, even when we have no idea where it will lead; for it’s only in following our star that we open ourselves to God’s life-changing power.

Have I ever experienced an epiphany? 
Has any event changed my life-view completely?
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I FOLLOW MY STAR WHEREVER IT LEADS.





JANUARY 7
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Pets

No verifiable record exists of any pets the Holy Family might have had. In the Israel of their day, however, generally only the wealthy could afford the luxury of an animal that didn’t earn its keep. Yet it’s pleasant to imagine that when the Holy Family lived in Egypt, Mary experienced the comfort and company of a cat.

Domestic cats have been part of Egyptian households almost since the dawn of Egyptian civilization. During the time that Mary, Joseph, and Jesus lived there, cats would have been commonplace, winding their way through unsuspecting legs, meowing for milk at back steps, curling comfortably on freshly folded piles of laundry—in short, doing just what cats do today.

While cats aren’t everyone’s favorite pet, companion animals have been part of humanity since the first humans stepped onto the savanna. And rightly so. The lessons of unconditional love and mutual dependence that we learn from our pets help give us a glimpse into the workings of the universe.

As Irving Townsend put it in The Once Again Prince,


We who choose to surround ourselves with lives more temporary than our own, live within a fragile circle easily and often breached. Unable to accept its awful gaps, we still would live no other way. We cherish memory as the only certain immortality, never fully understanding the necessary plan.



Do animals have any lessons to teach me? What have I learned from them?

[image: image]

I REJOICE AND CELEBRATE ALL LIFE—HUMAN AND ANIMAL.





JANUARY 8
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Anger

Can you imagine Mary being really upset—downright angry—with someone or something? Most likely not. We traditionally picture her as being patient, mild, meek, and happy with everything that came her way.

However, we do Mary a disservice if we assume that she never got angry. Anger itself isn’t a sin. The Psalms are full of references to God’s righteous anger. Jesus himself was filled with anger when he drove the money-changers from the Temple.

So why do we assume that Mary never got angry? Perhaps it’s because we make a leap of illogic. Let’s take a look at the faulty reasoning:


A. People generally become angry because someone does something that they perceive as wrong.

B. Mary’s son Jesus was God.

C. God can’t sin.

D. Therefore, Jesus couldn’t do anything wrong.

E. Since Jesus couldn’t do anything wrong, his mother had nothing to get angry about.



This argument has two major flaws. First, it assumes that the only person Mary had any dealings with was Jesus; and second, it assumes that everything wrong is sinful. Both of those assumptions are false. When one of Jesus’ boyhood playmates tracked sheep dung across Mary’s clean floor, Mary probably wasn’t the cheeriest mom in the village. She might have raised her voice. She might even have—gasp!—felt quite cross. What sets Mary apart, however, is the fact that even when she felt angry, she never allowed her anger to cause her to sin.

The feeling of anger is just that—a feeling. It’s what we do with our anger that makes it harmful to ourselves or others.

Do I ever lose my temper? Have I ever let my anger cause me to hurt someone either verbally or physically?

WHEN I’M ANGRY, I ACKNOWLEDGE THE FEELING BUT DON’T LET IT CONTROL ME.





JANUARY 9
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Picturing Reality

It’s a good thing cameras hadn’t been invented when Mary was living. If we had a photograph of her, we’d be bound to be disappointed. She’d be either too thin or too fat. Her features would be too pretty or not pretty enough. She’d be too tall or too short, too old or too young, too dark or too fair. No matter what she looked like, she could never match our mental images.

Over the centuries, many artists have tried to bring their visions of Mary to life. While she has been portrayed in innumerable ways by innumerable artists, most of the portraits present a delicate, docile maid (often with Nordic features) who looks too fragile to be allowed outside in a brisk wind.

Such a picture is at odds with reality. Since Mary was Semitic, she would have had the features and coloring of a woman from the Middle East. Since she lived a good deal of her life outdoors, she must have been weathered and tanned. And since she was a working-class woman, she was quite likely sturdy and strong—as capable of planting a field as of sewing a fine seam.

Why, then, do our pictures of Mary so often make her look vapid and ephemeral?

Maybe it’s because we don’t want Mary to look like a real-life woman. Maybe we want her to look like a carved statue, because then we don’t have to emulate her. Who, after all, can emulate a statue? But Mary is not a statue. She’s an intelligent, forthright woman, marked by determination and holiness. Those are qualities that we can and should emulate.

How do I picture Mary? Do I see her as a real person or as a marble statue? What would happen to my concept of Mary if I saw her as she really is?

[image: image]

I DON’T JUDGE BY OUTSIDE APPEARANCES. I STRIVE TO SEE WHAT’S UNDERNEATH THE SURFACE.
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Ark of the Covenant

One of Mary’s traditional titles is Ark of the Covenant. Since the Ark of the Covenant was the Hebrew container for the Tablets of the Law that Moses brought down from Mt. Sinai, calling Mary the Ark of the Covenant may strike us as being a little peculiar. The title seems to imply that she’s like a gilded box with stone inside. Not a terribly appealing image until you understand what the title really indicates.

The Ark of the Covenant was the sanctuary for the material sign of God’s contract with the Hebrews. Because of its close contact with the Tablets of the Law, the Ark itself was transformed into a holy object.

In traditional Christian belief, Mary’s womb became the sanctuary for Jesus, who was the material sign of God’s new contract with all people. Like the original Ark, Mary was transformed into holiness through her contact with Jesus. We, through our contact with Mary and her son, can also be transformed into holiness.

As Pope John Paul II said in an address on November 30, 1980, “Has man ever been able to attain to anything more exalted? Has he ever been able to experience about himself anything more profound? Has man been able through any achievement of his being man—through his intellect, the greatness of his mind, or through heroic deeds—to be lifted to a higher state than has been given him in this ‘fruit of the womb’ of Mary…?”

How can I let Mary’s example transform me? In what ways can I become an ark of holiness for those around me?
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I KNOW THAT I’M FILLED WITH THE HOLINESS OF GOD.
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Expecting a Miracle

A popular bumper sticker reads, “Expect a miracle!”

When you pray, do you really expect God to answer? Do you really believe that if you ask for a miracle, you’ll get one?

If we’re honest, most of us would have to admit to harboring a few doubts—and not without good cause. All of us can cite examples of “failed” prayer: people we know who poured out their heart and soul to God and yet their child still died, or their business still collapsed, or their marriage still failed. In those cases, many well-wishers offer sappy platitudes such as “It must have been God’s will” or “I’m certain God has something much better in mind for you.”

One wonders if people said similar things to Mary when her only son was condemned as a criminal and crucified on a cross. Undoubtedly she prayed that somehow God would spare her child; and yet, on that Friday afternoon, he was nailed to a cross and left to die a traitor’s death.

What must Mary have felt at that moment? She had received a promise thirty-three years earlier that her son would be the Messiah, but she hadn’t been given detailed plans. Like us, she had to offer her prayers not knowing what the outcome would be, trusting God to hear and answer. In the midst of her suffering at the Crucifixion, it’s likely (human nature being what it is) that someone tried to comfort her at the foot of the cross by saying, “It’s God’s will.”

The irony is that it was God’s will. Moreover, despite appearances, God was preparing a miracle—the greatest miracle of all time: the Resurrection.

Mary expected a miracle. And she got one!

Do I trust God enough to believe that my prayers will be answered? Do I allow God room to answer, or do I demand a response in a specific time and manner?
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I KNOW THAT GOD WANTS ONLY GOOD FOR MY LIFE.
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Feelings

True or false?


Mary never complained.

Mary was never cranky.

Mary was never tired.

Mary liked everything and everybody.



If you answered true to all the above statements, you may be assuming some mistruths about Mary.

Traditional theology teaches that Mary was conceived without the natural tendencies toward sin that the rest of us are born with. In some mysterious fashion, she was the first to have the saving action of Jesus applied to her soul—applied, in fact, at the moment of her own conception. This Immaculate Conception, as it’s called, gave Mary certain graces. For instance, she was able to resist the lure of sin in her life, becoming, as Wordsworth put it, “our tainted nature’s solitary boast.”

But the fact that she was conceived without a trace of sin doesn’t mean that Mary was above all the foibles and frustrations of human life. At the end of a long day’s walk into the hill country to see her cousin Elizabeth, Mary might well have complained that her feet hurt. When the crops had to be harvested, the laundry done, and the Sabbath meal prepared—all on the same day—Mary might well have sunk into bed totally exhausted.

In looking to Mary as a role model, Christian believers must be wary not to assume that her special graces caused her to abandon her human nature. Instead, Mary stands as an example of the way each of us can rise above our failings, while still remaining fully and joyously human.

Do I assume that holiness is incompatible with normal human emotions?

I ACCEPT MY FEELINGS, REALIZING THEY ARE NEITHER RIGHT NOR WRONG; THEY SIMPLY ARE.
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Mama

The first words that most children say are pet forms of address for their parents—Mama or Dada—and they result in great parental excitement.

That first name for a maternal parent—Mama—carries a very different connotation than the formal address—Mother. The word Mama brings with it a sense of comfort, cuddling, and connection, while Mother is stiff, stuffy, and stern.

Just for fun, try thinking of Mary as Mother. What sort of picture springs to mind? For many, it’s a stately woman dressed in flowing blue robes and seated on a throne. She smiles benevolently on her subjects, since she’s as much queen as mother. Although she exudes compassion and understanding, she’s nonetheless a bit aloof and distant.

Now picture Mary as Mama. Does your image change? Perhaps you now see her in a rough-woven tunic, her face smudged with flour from the day’s baking. No longer formally seated in a throne room, she stands in her kitchen amid the clutter of normal family life.

Which Mary appeals most to you?

Perhaps it’s Mary the Queen Mother, in charge of an army of angels, confident, powerful, and contained. Or maybe it’s Mary the Mama, with open arms, a hug, and a smile.

More than likely, both images have their appeal. When we’re in need of a mother, we can turn to Mary, the powerful Mother, who not only knows what’s best for us but has the resources to help satisfy our needs. When we long for a mama, we can seek solace in Mary, our Mama, who embraces us with loving arms and kisses away our tears.

Do I generally picture Mary as Mother or as Mama? Which aspect of Mary do I need to embrace today?
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I ACKNOWLEDGE MY NEED FOR A MOTHER’S LOVE. IF I DON’T HAVE A MOTHER ON THIS EARTH, I KNOW THAT I HAVE A MAMA IN HEAVEN.
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Beauty (and the Beast)

One of the most beloved Disney animated classics is Beauty and the Beast. Based on the French folk tale La Belle et le Bête, it’s a timeless story of the transforming power of a young girl’s love. In some ways, La Belle et le Bête is also the story of salvation.

According to teaching put forth in the Hebrew Scriptures and reiterated in the Christian New Testament, humanity and God became so separated that reconciliation seemed impossible. Yet God, as ever-loving parent, found a way to restore the shattered relationship. The divine plan was stunningly simple: God would become a human being. God would be born of a human mother, be raised in a human family, and ultimately die a human death. In living out that plan, God would reunite humanity and divinity.

The one small hitch was a little thing called “free will.” The girl God chose to set this plan in motion had to freely and willingly say yes. God couldn’t force her to cooperate; God could only invite her to participate. Fortunately for all of us, Mary’s reply was affirmative: “May it be done to me according to your word.”

So what does this have to do with La Belle et le Bête?

In the folk tale, a prince has been changed from a handsome young man into a horrible beast, and he must remain a beast until someone loves him fully, completely, and freely. Then, and only then, will he be able to resume his rightful form and rightful place. Belle is able to see through his flaws and offer the Beast her love. Her yes to love transforms the Beast. Mary was able to see through the flaws of this life, and it’s her yes to love that transformed the world.

Do I give my love freely and without strings?
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I USE MY FREE WILL TO SAY YES TO LIFE AND YES TO LOVE.





JANUARY 15

[image: image]

Marriage

Anyone who has ever been married knows that marriage isn’t something to be entered into lightly. Even the best marriages have their difficult moments. Couples have to struggle to find common ground, to share their lives, to grow together.

The marriage of Mary and Joseph was no different. They too had to have had their trials. Remember that although Mary was blessed with certain graces from the time of her own birth, Joseph wasn’t. He was a perfectly normal, ordinary man, which means he could have snored, left his sandals on the hearth, forgotten to tie up the goat—all the ordinary things that can drive a spouse up the wall.

The fact that Mary was unique in the history of humanity doesn’t mean that she didn’t have to adjust to the strains of living with another human being. Joseph wasn’t her clone; he had his own little idiosyncrasies, many of which may have been frustrating to her.

In addition, some traditions say that he was a widower when he married Mary, so it’s entirely possible that he had children from his first marriage. How Mary got along with those kids—and how those kids got along with Mary—is something Scripture wisely ignores.

The fact that Mary knew what the day-to-day life of a married woman is like doesn’t detract from her holiness; instead, it gives everyone who is married an example of true and lasting commitment.

If I’m married, what can I do to help support my spouse today? If I’m not married, how can I help someone who is married live out his or her commitment more fully?
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I KNOW THAT IF I TRUST GOD, I’LL DEVELOP THE KIND OF RELATIONSHIPS I NEED TO MATURE SPIRITUALLY.
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Behind closed Doors

A popular country-and-western song talks about what happens behind closed doors when an apparently prim and proper woman lets her hair down. The song celebrates an expression of love, but not all closed doors conceal passion and affection. In all too many cases, closed doors hide heartache and sorrow. Relationships that appear in public to be placid and peaceful may be, in worst-case scenarios, cauldrons of abuse and violence in private.

In Mary’s life, for instance, we haven’t a clue what her friends and relatives (with the exception of Elizabeth) said about her being pregnant outside of wedlock. Since we know the end of the story, we assume that they were supportive and helpful, but they may have been critical and judgmental. They may have made cutting remarks about her condition and her virtue when no one but Mary could hear them. Conversely, they may have been loving and nurturing, despite what the rest of the village was saying.

The fact is that we simply can’t know what goes on behind the closed doors in other people’s lives. That’s one of the main reasons it’s so essential that we refrain from judging other people’s lives and behavior. When we’re tempted to be critical, it’s helpful to remember that what goes around, comes around. It’s almost a sure bet that the one thing we’re the most critical of in someone else’s life will be the one thing that someday someone will be critical of in ours.

Do I tend to make critical judgments about other people, or am I willing to live and let live?
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I LET GO OF THE TEMPTATION TO CRITICIZE OTHERS.
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Change

Change always creates disruption.

That may sound like an overly simplistic statement, but it’s true.

Although change is always disruptive, change isn’t always bad. Indeed, sometimes change is necessary. If, for instance, you’ve developed patterns of behavior in your relationships that aren’t conducive to your spiritual growth and well-being, you need to make changes. If you’re leading a life that’s self-destructive or self-deprecating, change is vital. Often change is absolutely essential to spiritual and emotional health. Without change, life itself may be compromised in such cases.

One of the messages Mary brings to the world in her appearances at places such as Lourdes and Fatima is the absolute need to change sinful lives into holy ones. Over and over again she says, “Pray; pray so that you will change.”

The changes Mary asks for aren’t easy. She asks that we change our attitudes, our prejudices, our selfishness, and our sinfulness.

As you begin to change, count on feeling uncomfortable. Life favors the status quo, after all. As you continue to make changes, those around you may begin to feel uncomfortable as well. Often your changes will force them to make changes too, changes that will promote your—and their—spiritual growth, which is exactly what Mary is counting on!

What do I need to change in my life today? What will I do when I encounter resistance to my attempts to change?
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I HAVE THE STRENGTH TO CARRY OUT THE CHANGES I NEED TO MAKE IN MY LIFE.
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Hope

For a woman who lived in a podunk village in a backwater part of the world, Mary certainly saw more than her share of marvels. An angel in her living room. Wise Men on her porch. Angels in the sky. During those few blessed months surrounding the birth of Jesus, Mary experienced signs and wonders beyond her most vivid dreams.

Then came the next thirty years. No more angels. No more Wise Men. No more marvels. Just ordinary life in a small village. The memory of the signs and wonders must have faded a bit with the passing years. Doubts must have crept in. Did I really see an angel? Did he really tell me my son would be the Messiah? Perhaps Mary brought out one of the chests the Magi had given her and fingered its inlaid surface, remembering, pondering. Thirty years is a long time to go without confirmation of the promise made by the angel. Is it possible I was mistaken? she may have said to herself. Maybe I misunderstood Maybe I was wrong.

We don’t know what Mary thought, but we do know that she continued to hope. In fact, she’s sometimes called the Mother of Hope. She deserves that title because she knows what it means to cling to a promise in the face of doubt, to walk by faith, not sight. In short, more than any of us, she knows what it means to hope.

Is there something that I’m hoping will come to pass? Do I trust God’s promises enough to wait patiently without confirmation?
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I BELIEVE EVEN THOUGH I DON’T SEE, AND I HOPE EVEN THOUGH I DON’T KNOW FOR SURE THAT MV DREAMS WILL BE REALIZED.
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Best Behavior

We generally figure that Mary and her son Jesus were always on their best behavior. But exactly what does being on one’s best behavior mean? Does it mean acting appropriately in a given situation, or does it mean acting the way others expect us to?

If it means acting appropriately—and most of us would accept that definition—then Mary and Jesus certainly were always on their best behavior. But if it means acting the way others expect us to, they almost never were.

Jesus turned his world upside down—not just by working miracles, but by associating with prostitutes and tax collectors, by blessing Gentiles as well as Jews, by defying the conventions of his day in order to create a new order of consciousness.

When we’re on our best (most appropriate) behavior, we’re conducting ourselves in the way that’s best for us and those around us. Depending on the situation, our best behavior may be silly or serious, daring or demure, boisterous or boring. It all depends.

The key to being on your best behavior is figuring out what behavior is called for at the moment. Sometimes it’s obvious—reserved decorum would be essential if you were to meet with the president of the United States in the Oval Office, for example. But if you were to play charades with the president at a private party, a different type of behavior would be best.

God wants us to figure out what our best
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