Immaculate Conception

The angel Gabriel appears in Luke’s gospel like a minor character in a
major play. Gabriel is only onstage a few minutes and recites very few lines, but
each of them carries a weighty message. For our purposes today, his most
significant words are the first ones. Upon catching Mary’s eye, the angel Gabriel
announces, “Hail, full of grace!”

Those few words have given birth to a number of tenets, devotions and
practices for those who believe in Christ and treasure the words of the bible. In
the Catholic Church, we conclude that the fullness of Mary’s grace must therefore
have extended throughout her earthly life—and even beyond. We believe at the
end of her life, God received Mary body and soul into heaven—because she was
full of grace. We also believe that the beginning of her life in the womb of her
mother was full of grace, or “immaculate” as we call her conception in our
celebration today.

This miraculous condition was just handed her at birth. She didn’t have to
do anything to get it. She couldn’t have. God did it all. But after her immaculate
conception, she persevered in grace and preserved the integrity of her way of life.

Some people we meet are not full of grace, but seem to be full of talent.
They received natural gifts at birth and worked to improve them even more. When
we stand before someone who has achieved perfection in some ability, it
provokes some reaction. We may stand in awe, wanting to know the person
better, hoping that some of their achievement will rub off on us. Other people
approach a gifted individual quite differently. When they see the joy of another’s
achievement, they feel jealous. Or they despair at their own gifts, thinking it’s
impossible to achieve what someone else has done. There’s no logic to this
despair. God created each of us with different gifts. No one excels in every gift,
but each of us can excel in our proper gift.

We’re all sinners, so when we think about Mary, we confront a person
different from us—a person who was full of grace, conceived without sin, and
who lived without sin. We may feel a reaction that comes in the presence of any
gifted person. Thinking of Mary, we may feel wonder at someone who remained
sinless throughout her life, jealous that she got a particular gift we did not, or
even despair because we could never live without sin as she did. No angel will
ever step up to address as with the words, “Hail, full of grace!” Mary would be the
first to say, there’s no need to despair.

All of those who have achieved something great may serve as role models
for the rest of us. We learn from their dedication and devotion how they were able
to build on the natural gift they received at birth and develop it into something
greater. Older relatives, professionals at sports, experts in the arts—all these
people are full of a gift, full of some grace, but not full of every grace.

God has placed some grace within each of us. Sometimes we don’t even
recognize it. Some messenger may carry the good news, someone like the angel
Gabriel who takes on a cameo role in the play of our life. They may say just the
right words at just the right time to open our eyes to something beautiful that God
has made—not only in the world around us, but right within us.
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