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39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 
40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth 
heard Mary’s greeting, the child leapt in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the 
Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed 
is the fruit of your womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my 
Lord comes to me? 44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my 
womb leapt for joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would be* a fulfilment 
of what was spoken to her by the Lord.’  

46 And Mary* said, ‘My soul magnifies the Lord, 47and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Saviour, 48 for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from 
now on all generations will call me blessed; 49 for the Mighty One has done great things 
for me, and holy is his name. 50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to 
generation. 51 He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts. 52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and 
lifted up the lowly; 53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty. 54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, 55 according to 
the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’  

56 And Mary remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home.  

 
 When my boys were small and it was time to decorate the Christmas tree, we 

developed a distraction that would give the grown-ups just enough time to put the 

breakable ornaments high up on the tree out of their reach. The first box we 

unpacked was a nativity set from the Holy Land.  All the pieces were made out of 

olive wood and very sturdy.  So we laid them out on the coffee table and Ben or 

Andy arranged them while we quickly worked on the tree. 

 The year that Ben started pre-school, we left him working away at the coffee 

table and retrieved one more box of decorations from the attic.  When we came 

back into the room, Ben was beaming proudly over his creation.  Mary sat next to 
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Baby Jesus who was in the manger, and all the other pieces were stretched out one 

in front of the other.  Wise Men were standing behind sheep and the donkey was 

standing between two shepherds.  Poor Joseph was last.   

 That’s when we turned to proud little Ben who explained:  “Mary told them to 

line up.” 

 Of course she did!  Somebody had to get that stable organized.  How else 

would everyone get their turn to see the baby?   

 There is something so sensible about the story in front of us this morning.  

While the world waits for the promised Messiah, our God who is faithful but never 

predictable places two pregnant women center stage. One is well beyond 

childbearing age. The other is an unmarried teen. The older woman will give birth 

to the messenger. The young woman carries the message.   

 You may be tempted to look past these two women swapping stories about 

morning sickness and plans for the nursery.  It’s the fourth Sunday in Advent after 

all.  We’re ready for the angel choir singing to astonished shepherds and sages 

arriving from the Far East.  But be warned—if you dismiss these hormonal women 

caught up in the miracle of procreation, you just may miss what God is doing on our 

behalf. 

 The kingdom of God is woven from ordinary fiber. If we pay attention only to 

the spectacular, we will miss a significant portion of what God is doing in the world 

around us.  Once we see where God is at work, we join in. What our world is crying 

out for are 21st century urban missionaries deployed within the city limits of 

Wichita Falls, serving ordinary neighborhoods, loving run-of-the-mill people, 

performing regular tasks. 
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 I’ve been thinking about this for some time now and here’s my hunch.  I think 

we don’t actually know how to listen for God. 

 Seven or 8 years ago, I was in the midst of a difficult time in my life.  If felt to 

me as if my prayers were bouncing off the ceiling.  I kept dialing the number, but as 

far as I could tell, God wasn’t picking up on the other end. 

(Do you know what that’s like?) 

 Eventually I began to wonder if I needed to change how I was seeking God.  

Perhaps I needed a few new tools in my spiritual toolbox.  The spiritual practices 

that had served me well in the past weren’t working any more.  Several colleagues 

had been raving about the work they were doing with a spiritual director. This 

ancient practice of spiritual direction is a gift from our Catholic brother and sisters.  

I placed a couple calls and soon had a phone conversation with Sister Adeline, a 

spiritual director and teacher who lived and worked at a beautiful convent in 

Houston called the Villa d’Matel.  Sister Adeline was part of the Sisters of Charity 

of the Incarnate Word.  If you know the story of the great hurricane that destroyed 

Galveston in 1900, it was sisters of the Incarnate Word who perished trying to 

rescue children from St. Mary’s orphanage.  They are buried in the cemetery near 

the chapel at Villa d’Matel. 

 At the end of our phone call, Sister Adeline told me that one of her students 

had just moved and she had an opening for a new student.  She told me she would 

pray and ask God for guidance about taking me on.  Fortunately, God said yes. 

 I was nervous as I was shown down the hall for my first appointment with 

Sister Adeline. Her office was lined with big windows and filled with Gulf Coast 

sunshine. Sister Adeline was is a tiny woman dressed in a simple skirt and blouse.  

She smiled easily but her gaze was intense.  When she looks into my eyes, I got the 
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feeling she could see a lot.  She lit a candle that sat on a low table between us and 

she prayed a short prayer asking God to be part of our conversation. When the 

prayer was over she raised her head, looked into my eyes, and waited. 

 About that time I was wishing there had been some sort of orientation.  Was I 

supposed to talk?  If so, about what?  I sat in silence for as long as I could, and then 

blurted out something.  And we began.  I discovered that Sister Adeline wasn’t just 

interested in my prayer blockage.  She wanted to know about me, my life, my work 

in the church, my family.  She would listen intently, then lift her dog eared Bible 

and give me a verse or hand me a quote from an ancient or contemporary mystic.  I 

would leave her office and spend a few hours walking the grounds of the convent, 

praying in the chapel, sitting in a rocking chair in the cloisters.  I would use the 

verse or quote to help me listen for God’s voice. 

 For the next two years, I worked with two amazing women—a brilliant young 

therapist named Joanna, and my spiritual director Sister Adeline.  There were plenty 

of times when Joanna would stop in one of our sessions and ask “What did Sister 

Adeline say about that?” and when I told her, Joanna would nod her head and say, 

“Do you realize that you and I have been circling around that issue for weeks now 

and Sister Adeline went straight for the bulls eye?” 

 Sister Adeline helped me understand that God is always trying to get my 

attention, that He is eager for my company. That a porch swing is holy if I will just 

be still and quiet for a while. During my days at the Villa I was not allowed to bring 

books or journals or anything else that would fill the space intended for God.  There 

were days when walking was the best way to listen and days when I sat in a rocker 

on the porch and watched the rain fall. I observed hours of silence other than my 

conversation with Sister Adeline at the beginning and end of my stay. 



5 
 

 Spiritual direction is nothing more than teaching someone how to listen for 

God in the midst of our everyday, ordinary lives.   

 God speaks to us through a word or a line of scripture that catches our 

attention for some reason.  Reading the Bible for information is much different than 

reading for formation.  Finding a short phrase and turning it over in our mind is a 

great way to listen for God. 

 God speaks to us through nature, through His beautiful world. 

 God speaks to us through music and art.   

 God speaks to us through prayer when we allow God to get a word in 

edgewise.  Imagine how many important relationships in your life would dry up and 

blow away if you spent every moment of your time together telling that friend in 

great detail what he or she could do for you.   

 God speaks to us through a series of seemingly unrelated events.  God is so 

creative!  Say you are seeking God’s direction on a difficult decision. As you wait 

for word from God, you have a conversation with your neighbor in the driveway, 

then hear a song on the radio as you pick up the kids and then a verse of scripture in 

your devotion book the next morning. And then you see a pattern.  God is 

connecting the dots to give you the answer you are seeking.   

 Now let’s be clear about the number one obstacle to listening for God in our 

lives. It is being busy. Our crowded calendars, our busy days contribute to a kind of 

spiritual deafness that leaves us without the one voice that quiets the storm and 

turns the chaos into order.   

 That’s what I learned from Sister Adeline. When I sat across the table from 

her, it was God’s voice that I heard.  God can do that, you know. God frequently 

speaks to us through other people. Sometimes God communicates through someone 
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very dear to us. And sometimes the word we are waiting to hear comes through the 

stranger in line behind us at the grocery store. 

 That’s what is happening here in Luke’s story for us today.  

 God is right there, nudging Mary to take a walk, encouraging Elizabeth to 

finish her chores a little early.  

 God is at work in the conversation between Mary and Elizabeth, providing the 

connection and community both women will need in the days ahead. 

 God has hand-picked these two women to play leading roles in the plan to 

redeem the world—of course God will be there when the baby kicks, when the 

mother tosses and turns unable to sleep at night, when the weight of the baby slows 

her steps and she begins to worry about the pain that will bring her child into the 

world. 

 In this moment, the story of God’s great love for us pauses between angel 

visits and comes to rest in the everyday lives of two pregnant women.   

 How completely ordinary and unmistakably original! 

 And the Word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighborhood. 


