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Chapter 2

The Annunciation
Familiarity with the story may have softened the impact, as it 
often does. These stories we have heard from childhood, these 
scenes that are etched in our consciousness lose their power to 
shake us. We think we know it all, we think that we understand 
the message, and we can move on.

But can we?
Should we?
Look at it again, this scene of the girl and the angel that 

Luke tells. Then glance back a few verses at what precedes it, 
the story of the priest and the angel. Is all of that just by way of 
prelude? Or should we stop for just a few minutes more before 
we turn the page?

Two Births
Luke begins his gospel with narratives of two birth announce-

ments and then two births, both unexpected, both miraculous.
God seems to like working this way. Sara and Isaac. Hannah 

and Samuel. Samson and his unnamed mother. Skeptics some-
times suggest that this template is surely too neat, that all of 
these stories are simply constructed in imitation of each other—
authorial variations on a theme. But might there be another way 
to look at it all?

What speaks to us more clearly about the meaning and prom-
ise of life than the birth of a baby? What assures us of the reality 
of love, what inspires us to wonder about the uniqueness and
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miracle of human life and its source more than the arrival of 
a child? What calls us to attend to the sacrificial, self-denying 
nature of real love more than a new life?

How can it surprise us, then, that God works powerfully 
in that small, miraculous place of one child’s birth? We know 
that he does, for when we look at a newborn baby, we see 
something else, too. Something unique, not of our making, a 
destiny and hope that we could never have constructed even 
with the most sophisticated science. It makes sense and is, in 
fact, yet another sign of God’s love for us that he works regu-
larly and powerfully through the birth of a baby, building on 
the miracle, promise, and hope that we already sense in the 
barely open, squinting eyes.

Into this gathering of women—Sarah, Hannah, and Samuel’s 
mother—enter two more: Elizabeth and Mary. Elizabeth, elderly 
and childless; Mary, young, unmarried, and childless. God will 
move in the lives of both in surprising ways.

But as similar as they are, there are differences in their sto-
ries, too, and it’s in these differences that we see the first glim-
mer of just how radical a thing God is doing in the life of the 
girl from Galilee.

Elizabeth’s husband, Zechariah, was a priest. Like all ordi-
nary priests who were members of the tribe of Levi, he had a 
role to play in Temple life, offering sacrifice once a year. As we 
meet Zechariah, he is in the midst of fulfilling his responsibil-
ity in the inner recesses of the Holy of Holies, the chamber in 
which human beings could encounter God. But not all human 
beings—no women, no Gentiles, no non-Levites, no one who 
was ritually unclean could enter. Very few could actually go 
through that door into that Presence.

It was here, in this sacred space, that Zechariah receives the 
astonishing news that his elderly wife will become pregnant 
with a long-prayed-for child. Doubting, he is struck mute. The 
angel leaves. The angel has more work to do, more messages  
to deliver.

But the scene now could not be more different. We are far 
away from Jerusalem, in the small village that was never even 
mentioned once in the Hebrew Scriptures. We are not in a shrine 
or temple or synagogue. We are in the home of a girl no one has 
ever heard of, a girl who would never even be able to glimpse 
the door of the Holy of Holies, much less enter it.

And the angel has news for her, too:

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a 
town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a 
man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The 
virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, 
“Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she 
was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort 
of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not 
be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And 
now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and 
you will name him Jesus.” (Luke 1:26-31)

It is well worth sitting with this for a while. Nothing, it 
appears, restricts God. Not biology, nor social expectation, nor 
religious institutions constrain him. God does as he will, and 
here he wills to break through the walls, come to his people, 
dwell in his own creation, as a zygote embedded in the womb of 
this anonymous girl.

Rejoice, indeed.
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The Angel’s Words
The first word that Gabriel addresses to Mary is most com-

monly translated as “greetings” or “hail.” The most accurate 
translation would be closer to the English word “rejoice.”

This word means something more than simply, “Be happy!” 
One of the things that really helps us read the Scriptures more 
fruitfully is to know that this word of God in human words, 
written across cultures and time, doesn’t just speak to us—it 
speaks to itself. That is, there are themes and images that appear 
over and over, that are expanded upon, that take on new reso-
nance during the long, rich history of God’s people.

So as we listen to the angel, we’re not just listening to a few 
words spoken at one moment. The angel’s language is rich with 
allusions to Israel’s past history and future hopes, a language 
(and this is important) that Mary would understand.

Even this single word, “rejoice,” speaks volumes. We hear 
it several times in the prophets—in Zephaniah 3:14, Joel 2:21-
27—as well as here, in Zechariah 9:9-10:

Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!
 Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!
Lo, your king comes to you;
 triumphant and victorious is he,
  humble . . . 
 and he shall command peace to the nations.

So when Gabriel greets Mary with, “Rejoice!” it’s clear that 
something is up here, something that is not just about Mary but 
is about God’s people, something that connects the present with 
the promises God has made for the future. Pope Benedict XVI, 
writing when he was Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, said,

The greeting marks the beginning of the Gospel in the 
strict sense; its first word is “joy,” the new joy that comes 
from God and breaks through the world’s ancient and 
interminable sadness. Mary is not merely greeted in some 
vague or indifferent way; that God greets her and, in her, 
greets expectant Israel and all of humanity is an invitation 
to rejoice from the innermost depth of our being.2

The angel continues to greet Mary as “O favored one, the 
Lord is with you” or in our more familiar translation, “full of 
grace.” Catholics have traditionally understood these words as 
expressive of Mary’s immaculate conception—that as prepara-
tion for her role as mother of the Savior, God saved her from sin 
from the first moment of her existence.

There is a broader meaning as well. After all, what is grace? 
It is the life-giving presence of God. It is God’s love, for God is 
love. To be “full of grace” is to be totally present to God, to be 
available to God for whatever God calls us to.

As the angel’s words reveal, this is who Mary is. But she is 
not who she is for her own sake but for a greater reason: God’s 
reason.

He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most 
High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 
ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for 
ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end. 
(Luke 1:32-33)

The long, painful wait for a savior was to end. Mary would 
conceive the child of whom the prophets had spoken. The titles 
that the angel recites would have been familiar to Mary, for 
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they had been in the hearts and on the lips of the people of 
Israel for centuries: the Messiah, the Anointed One, who would 
inherit the throne of Israel’s greatest king and would reign at 
God’s right hand.

Mary, understandably, is confused.
She objects that she is unmarried, that she does not “know 

man,” is not sexually active. At this point, Mary is betrothed 
to Joseph, a more committed state than engagement, but still 
before a couple has lived together. The angel explains—sort of. 
But as is the case with all Scripture, what is explained is what 
we need to know. Not biology, not chemistry, but God.

What will God do?
Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a vir-

gin?” The angel said to her,

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be 
born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, 
your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 
son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be 
barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.”
(Luke 1:34-37)

Even as Mary takes her place with this gathering of women 
of faith, she’s now set apart in a radical way. All of these women 
had husbands and conceived their children in the human way. 
The angel reveals that something even beyond those miracles is 
happening with Mary.

Just like everything else the angel has said, this description 
of the Spirit overshadowing Mary is deeply evocative of other 
things God has done.

The Holy Spirit is expressive of God’s creativity. In Genesis, 
it’s God’s spirit that “swept over the the face of the waters” 
before it all began (1:2). God’s presence in clouds is also a famil-
iar image. In Exodus a cloud covers the meeting tent holding 
the ark of the covenant, filling it with the “glory of the Lord” 
(40:35). When Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up on the 
mountain, a cloud surrounds them and the Father’s voice is 
heard from the cloud (Mark 9:7).

The other women—Sarah, Hannah, Samuel’s mother, and 
Elizabeth—have borne the fruit of God’s answering their 
prayers. Mary is all of that and more. Within her, God is creat-
ing, moving, speaking, and dwelling. The Holy of Holies, the 
ark. Within her it is all recapitulated and evoked, not in build-
ings or mountains, but in a Person.

What She Says. What We Say.
Fiat.
Yes. Let it be done. God’s will be done.
That’s what Mary says.
What do we say?
The annunciation is one of the most popular subjects for 

Christian art. We find it depicted very early—a second- or 
third-century fresco in the catacomb of St. Priscilla is the most 
ancient—and what remains sets the template for almost every 
depiction in the next two thousand years: a young woman, 
seated, receiving the news from an angel.

While the subject remains consistent, unique elements of style 
come and go through the centuries. In Eastern iconic imagery 
from the ancient world to the present day, Mary has a royal aspect 
about her. She sits on a throne-like chair in an indeterminate 
location while the angel moves toward her. In medieval art, the  
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location often shifts to a home. The angel holds a white lily, which 
is a symbol of Mary’s purity. A dove hovers. Mary, more often 
than not, is seen being interrupted in the middle of her prayers, an 
open book on her lap or in her hand, a verse written in for us to 
contemplate. Perhaps Isaiah 7:14: “A virgin shall. . . .”

But what remains a constant is that central image of a young 
woman receiving startling, life-changing news.

And saying fiat.
Why does this image resonate so much with us? Is it simply 

because it is a lovely sentimental scene?
I don’t think so. Of course we are awed by the moment, by 

what it tells us about Mary herself, as we honor her as God’s 
handmaid.

But the moment holds more for us as well. When we see 
Mary, hear the angel’s words, and then listen to her response, 
what do we hear in our own lives?

We hear the same good news that Mary heard—that God 
comes to save us and dwells in our midst, right here and now. 
Holiness—living in the joy of God’s love—is given to all of us 
who approach God in all the places we live, places no one has 
ever heard of.

But God has.
What truly good news this is! Unlike the Jews in Mary’s 

day, we need no longer peer into the inner recesses of the Tem-
ple, wondering what might be there. But we certainly are still 
tempted to believe that this life with God isn’t for us or must be 
amazingly complicated and hard to navigate. After all, look at 
all the books on the spiritual life that are produced every year! 
Look at the programs that promise to reveal secrets and truth, 
the messiahs who try to capture our attention from television 
and billboards.

Mary’s  Prayer

a s a handmaid, I submit to the Lord’s orders; as clay, I entrust 

myself to the hands of the Potter; let the Craftsman realize his 

design in me, according to his authoritative will; let him miracu-

lously bring about the extraordinary pregnancy in me, in confor-

mity with his love for men. Let it happen to me according to your 

word; let your words be fulfilled in me, and let what happens be 

made completely manifest and true.

—Pseudo-Chrysostom, “On the Annunciation to the Mother  

of God,” in Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 280

Mother,  Teach Us

So we can turn to her in grave humility and say to her, “Look, 

you are one of us. Teach us the height to which we can rise. 

We can’t bear Christ, but we can be pregnant with love for every 

human being, men and women alike in giving life to other people. 

Mother, teach us how to do it. Teach us how to love. Teach us how 

to hope. Teach us how to say ‘yes’ to the impossible.”

—Catherine de Hueck Doherty,  

“A Woman Wrapped in Silence”
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A Hymn on the Nativity

a wonder is Your mother: the Lord entered her

  and became a servant; he entered able to speak

and he became silent in her; he entered thundering

and his voice grew silent; he entered Shepherd of all;

a lamb he became in her; he emerged bleating. . . . 

He entered, a mighty warrior, and put on fear

inside her womb. He entered, Nourisher of all,

and he acquired hunger. He entered, the One 

who gives drink to all,

and he acquired thirst. Stripped and laid bare,

He emerged from [her womb], the One who clothes all.

—St. Ephrem the Syrian, “Hymns on the Nativity,” in  

Mary and the Fathers of the Church, 118–119

When we see Mary, we know the truth. God doesn’t work in 
a complicated way. He comes to us: here, now, where we are.

When we see Mary, we see the total unpredictability of God; 
and since we’ve had that same experience of God’s surprises in 
our own lives too, we feel the need to pay attention.

People often wonder how to know what God is telling 
them—how to discern God’s direction. Mary tells us, and every 
other faithful friend of God tells us that the way to know God’s 
will is to embrace a radical openness, to expect the unexpected. 
You have a better chance of understanding God’s will if you 
accept the simple, fundamental reality that God’s ways are not 
our ways.

Are we open to that possibility?
Another part of discernment involves simply being familiar 

with God’s voice. It’s like getting a call from an old friend. If 
we’ve not spoken in a while, we won’t recognize her voice. If we 
don’t know what’s been going on in her life for the past twenty 
years, we’ll find it hard to grasp what she’s telling us until we’ve 
caught up.

The news Mary heard was new, but she was able to under-
stand it to the extent that she did because she was immersed in 
the story of her people. This news wasn’t just about her and her 
personal relationship with God. It was—and is—cosmic.

Perhaps our discernment might benefit from watching Mary 
and the angel. What is my discernment about, anyway? Is it 
about me and my personal sense of happiness and well-being, or 
is it about God’s love and glorious plan for all his creation and 
the role, small but important, I might play in it?

Which brings us to the final light that the fiat casts on Mary 
and on us.
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People often wonder how to know what God is telling 
them—how to discern God’s direction. Mary tells us, and every 
other faithful friend of God tells us that the way to know God’s 
will is to embrace a radical openness, to expect the unexpected. 
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God is God, and that means that God can do whatever he 
wants, however he wants. But for some reason that has driven 
philosophers mad with the illogic and implications of it all, God 
has chosen to involve us in that doing. His creation, this world 
he makes, hurtles around the sun, dynamic and growing . . . and 
we are involved. We say yes, we say no, we say maybe. We are 
free, and in that freedom we are involved with God’s work and 
God’s ways.

We watch this young girl receive the news that God will reach 
down and embrace this world and make it new through her. 
Through her fiat, her yes.

Mary’s yes changed her life.
What of ours? k

A ve M aria

Ave María, grátia plena, Dóminus tecum. Benedícta tu 
in muliéribus, et benedíctus fructus ventris tui, Jesus.

Sancta María, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatóribus, 
nunc et in hora mortis nostrae. Amen.

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee; blessed 
art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy 
womb, Jesus.

Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now 
and at the hour of our death. Amen.

Why do we pray?
For so many reasons. We pray in our need; we pray to 

express gratitude and joy; we pray, hoping to help others 
in our prayer.

Weaving all of those reasons together is the primal sense 
that we are not alone. We are here, not because of a cosmic 
accident, but because we were put here by Someone who 
had a reason to do so. Someone who cares, who loves, and 
to whom we are still connected.

Praying is as natural as greeting anyone we love. It is 
as deeply rooted and unconscious as a baby’s reaching out 
a chubby little hand to a friendly face in the middle of 
the night, as joyfully unthinking as the rush to embrace a 
friend or lover.

On The DevOTiOnal SiDe
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The most powerful, enduring, popular prayers are never 
planned, not imposed from above.

People just start praying them.
So it was with praying to Mary.
We find prayers directed to Mary quite early in Chris-

tianity. Not everywhere, not always, but here and there. 
The third-century Sub Tuum, which forms the frontispiece 
of this book, is one. So is an early prayer—the offertory 
for the fourth Sunday of Advent, the liturgies attributed 
to St. Gregory the Great in the late sixth or early seventh 
century.3 But it was in the eleventh century that devotion 
to Mary really took off, as people started consciously com-
bining the angel’s and Elizabeth’s greetings to Mary in a 
single expression.

This combining first seemed to have happened in what 
is called the “Little Office of the Virgin Mary.” The office 
or, as we call it today, the Liturgy of the Hours, is the 
several-times-daily prayer organized around the psalms 
that religious men and women pray.

Through history, variations of the office have appeared, 
including many specifically for the laity, who wanted in 
some way to join in the monastic prayer. The Little Office, 
which included psalms that seemed to particularly evoke 
Mary, as well as other readings, originated in monasteries 
but soon became very popular with laypeople. A part of 
this office was the angelic and Elizabethan greetings.

So logical did the pairing of the greetings seem that it 
became a popular prayer itself and was referred to as “the 

Ave.” We have countless stories of medieval saints praying 
their Aves, often in sets of hundreds or even thousands. 
One fifteenth-century spiritual writer created a way of 
praying Aves that included a different scene from the life 
of Jesus with each recital of the greeting:

Blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus Christ, 
whom John baptized in the Jordan, indicating him 
with his finger as the Lamb of God.

Blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus Christ, 
whose feet Mary Magdalene washed with her tears 
and wiped with her hair, kissed, and anointed.

Blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus Christ, who, 
having gathered together his disciples, preached the 
kingdom of heaven to the world; who restored sight 
to the blind, healed the lepers, cured the paralytic, 
freed those oppressed by the devil.4

Eventually, a petition was added to the pair of greetings 
from Scripture, and the prayer we now call the Hail Mary 
was placed in the Roman Breviary in 1568. The Rosary as 
we now know it was included in the breviary in 1571.

The Hail Mary became part of our devotional life, not 
because anyone on high told the peasants and the craftspeo-
ple and the mothers and fathers and children to say it, but 
because they wanted to. Because they, like the angel and like 
Elizabeth, wanted to greet Mary: the mother of Jesus, the 
mother of “God with us,” the mother of their Lord.
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