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 By this point in the season, most of us have ventured – at least once – into 

the jaws of death.  And by the jaws of death, of course, I mean one of the local 

shopping malls.  Most of us can find some joy in decorating our homes and 

preparing food to share, in visiting relatives and friends, and otherwise celebrating 

the season, but any joy that may be found in shopping is quickly diminished by the 

size of the crowds, the length of the checkout lines, the quality of the merchandise, 

and the relatively high prices.  Christmas separates the professional shoppers from 

those of us who are mere amateurs.  It helps, I am told, to have a list not just of the 

people for whom you are buying presents, but of exactly what you intend to get 

them.  That way you can do a little comparison of prices and purchase your gifts 

quickly, efficiently and economically.  As an amateur, however, I am reduced to 

wandering the aisles of the stores, hoping to be inspired, hoping to find the perfect 

gift – whatever that may be.  Usually, by the week before Christmas, I have 

decided that the item I saw and thought about back in November would indeed be 

the perfect gift – and so I trudge back to the store only to find that what was there 

in November is now long since sold out.  If only I had bought it when I had the 

chance.  In spite of what everyone else may tell you, I’ve learned from painful 

experience that finding the perfect gift is not the problem – it is recognizing the 

perfect gift when you find it. 

 

 In the familiar gospel of the visitation which we just heard, Elizabeth greets 

Mary warmly.  She must have been excited to have her company.  After all, here is 

a woman thought barren because of her advanced years.  She is finally expecting a 

child and her husband – who received the vision of an angel – was also struck 

mute.  Elizabeth must have longed for companionship, longed for help as her 

pregnancy proceeded.  And yet we hear no complaining, none of that longing 

coming from her lips.  Instead, Elizabeth feels unworthy to receive the mother of 

her Lord.  Though the angel had predicted greatness for the child Mary would 

carry, it must have been startling to Our Lady to hear her relative, to hear another 

human being recognize her child as divine, as Lord.  And more than that – 

Elizabeth actually praised Mary – called her blessed.  Mary must have felt a little 

overwhelmed by all that had transpired since Gabriel’s visit.  She had probably felt 

the rejection of some of the people who heard that she was pregnant and 

unmarried.  She undoubtedly came to Elizabeth’s house hoping for just a little 

peace and here was Elizabeth calling her blessed – blessed because of the greatness 

of the child whom she carried, and blessed because Mary herself believed that 



what had been spoken to her by the Lord would be fulfilled.  Elizabeth is, in effect, 

telling Mary what our own shopping experience has taught us:  Mary is blessed not 

only because she received the perfect gift – but especially because she recognized 

the value of that gift when she received it. 

 

 On this Fourth Sunday of Advent, as we rapidly approach Christmas, when 

we are bombarded by people and presents and food and activities, by family and 

friends and evergreens and tinsel, we need to hear Elizabeth’s encouragement 

ourselves.  Like Mary, we too are blessed by the presence of our Savior.  We too 

have been given the perfect gift – Jesus Christ is in our midst – in the Eucharist we 

are invited share, in the Church which forms his mystical body.  Yes, like Mary, 

we have received the perfect gift – we have been invited to allow Christ to take 

flesh within us.  But unlike Mary, we do not always recognize the perfect gift when 

we find it.  We remember to pray when we need or want something, but that may 

not be every day.  We come to Mass when it’s convenient or when we’re visiting 

Grandma, but maybe not every Sunday.  We give God some of our spare time, but 

we don’t really make time for him when our schedules are full.  In short, we see 

the gift of a Savior, we acknowledge the gift, but we do not always live as though 

the gift is perfect.  We do not live as Mary did – as people who believe that what 

was spoken to us by the Lord would be – indeed, has been – fulfilled.  We do not 

live as people who are grateful for salvation.  Rather than rejoicing and giving 

thanks for the gift of a Savior, we are too often still shopping for something better, 

still looking for something that we will never find.  As we prepare to celebrate 

Christmas – in only a couple of days – may we rediscover the gift of Bethlehem – 

the joy of the promised Savior – the miracle of God’s love for us.  We are blessed 

– may we live as people who recognize and appreciate the blessing. 


