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4th Sunday of Advent, Year C
Meeting God
Today’s Gospel is very easy to visualize, since we have the scene depicted here in our church.  Look with me for a moment at the window of the Visitation in our south wall underneath the rose window.  Now, most artwork about the Visitation shows Mary and Elizabeth indoors, because the Gospel says that Mary “entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.”  Our window has two additional features that are very important for our reflection today.  If you notice, the women seem to be in a walkway with columns on either side, which is only partially enclosed.  This was a type of porch in those days, the same style as at the Temple in Jerusalem.  In other words, Elizabeth greets Mary at the gate or entrance of her own house.  Also, Elizabeth is kneeling in front of Mary, something no faithful Jew like Elizabeth would do except in the presence of a holy person or in the presence of God himself.  
This image in our window is hinting at St. Luke’s message regarding the Visitation of Mary to Elizabeth.  More than a simple family reunion is taking place.  More than the meeting of two historic and important women is taking place.  St. Luke is telling us above all how God comes to meet his people in the Church’s liturgy.  
To understand St. Luke’s point, backtrack to the Second Book of Samuel.  In chapter six, we learn how King David takes the Arc of the Covenant, the seat of God’s presence, into Jerusalem.  Fr. Ervens Mengelle draws our attention to several key details here (in his book El Camino del Espiritu, page 36).  Jerusalem is in the hill country, so the arc is literally taken up onto Mount Zion.  As it travels, the Arc is greeted by shouts of joy, the people and the Levites singing and crying out.  King David himself leads the procession leaping and dancing for joy, even though beforehand he had asked “How shall the Arc of the Lord come to me?”  
In the Gospel, Mary herself is the New Arc of the Covenant, carrying God’s presence within her.  She must travel up into the hill country of Judah to see Elizabeth.  When Elizabeth sees Mary, she greets her by crying out with joy, and John the Baptist leaps in her womb.  Like King David, Elizabeth asks “How does this happen to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?”  

Our window makes this connection more explicit by the fact that Elizabeth is kneeling in the presence of Mary, the blessed woman who carries the presence of God himself.  Elizabeth also receives Mary at the gate of her own house, just as the Arc was received at the gates of Jerusalem as it entered.  
In the same way, we receive God at every Mass when we welcome Jesus as he enters into the bread and wine we offer.  And before he enters our mouths through the gate of our lips, we say words very similar to David’s and Elizabeth’s: “Lord, I am not worthy to receive you,” which literally translates as “Lord, I am not worthy that you enter under my roof.”  
To make the most of our meeting with God at Mass, we need to pray.  David offered sacrifice when he began to move the Arc, and he spent some quiet time with the Lord after all was done—a good example for us to follow.  I commend all of you who arrive so early at church and take the time for quiet prayer before God.  For those families with young children, a different way to prepare is during the car ride.  Play some hymns or sacred music on the radio or CD, either listening reflectively or singing along.  If you have no time to linger after Mass for reflection, take a few moments later in the day to ponder what Scripture verse, prayer, or action during the Mass stood out to you.

Those are just a few hints on meeting God in the liturgy, an appropriate theme as we prepare to meet Jesus at Christmas.  Make the most of these last days of Advent so you can be ready when God comes to meet you not only at Christmas, but through prayer every day of your life.
Rev. Eric Culler
