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For Cecilia, who many years ago taught me how to pray out loud.


The Gospel According to Luke Chapter 1 Verses 26–56



	26
	In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee,



	27
	to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary.



	28
	The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”



	29
	Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.



	30
	But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.



	31
	You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.



	32
	He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David,



	33
	and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”



	34
	“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”



	35
	The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.



	36
	Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month.



	37
	For nothing is impossible with God.”



	38
	“I am the Lord's servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.



	39
	At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea,



	40
	where she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth.



	41
	When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.



	42
	In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!



	43
	But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?



	44
	As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.



	45
	Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!”



	46
	And Mary said: “My soul glorifies the Lord



	47
	and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,



	48
	for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed,



	49
	for the Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is his name.



	50
	His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation.



	51
	He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.



	52
	He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.



	53
	He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.



	54
	He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful



	55
	to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers.”



	56
	Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and then returned home.





Introduction

It is not what you are, nor what you have been that God sees with his all-merciful eyes, but what you desire to be.

—The Cloud of Unknowing

You are on the verge of something special. You know it. You can feel it. Something is in the air. You are restless and don't know why. You wake up in the morning with flutters in your stomach even though your calendar doesn't indicate any special meetings scheduled for the day. Your mind is racing from thought to thought, and you can't figure out why. A voice in you won't be quieted, but you can't quite make out what it's saying. You wonder if you're forgetting something, but you forgot what. Nothing has happened or is about to happen. But it is, and you sense it. It feels as though you're supposed to be doing something, something important, but you don't know what it is. The people and things you usually rely upon to distract you when you're unsettled only frustrate you right now. Today is not the first day you've felt like this. This feeling has been coming in waves, off and on, for some time.

You're on the verge of giving birth and don't know it. You're pregnant. No, no, no—I don't mean you're pregnant with an actual baby (unless, of course, you are with child!). The birth referred to here and throughout this book is of another sort. It's the sort of birthing a woman does scores of times throughout her life without recognizing the symptoms. Her interests, her tastes, her emotions, her dreams, her image of herself grow and change throughout the phases of her life, causing enormous discomfort for her and for all those who look to her for strength and guidance. She barely notices the labor pains for what they are. This pregnancy has nothing to do with whether you're married or single, nor does it have anything to do with whether you are able or not able to bear children. Young, perimenopausal, menopausal, or postmenopausal, you are never too young or too old to give birth to yourself. New parts of yourself. New dimensions to yourself. Untapped sides of you. You are like Mary of Nazareth in the New Testament gospel stories. You are pregnant with possibility.

All the time you've been thinking it was your external circumstances that needed overhauling. A new job. A new house or apartment. A new hairstyle. A new wardrobe. A new look, period. New friends. A break from the family. A new husband. A new boyfriend. A husband or a boyfriend, period. But that's not it. Those are fine for temporary relief, but they can't quiet the deeper, interior upheaval that's going on inside you. To calm those twitters, you have to first face them and call them what they are. Spiritual gestation. Outgrowing an old self, shedding old skin, and becoming a new self. Sacred labor. Holy work. Rebirth.

I recall the first time I felt my daughter kicking and stirring inside my womb, around the second trimester of pregnancy. I was in my study at home, typing on my computer. I stopped typing in mid-sentence and lost that thought. I was both mystified and petrified, fascinated and horrified, by the sensation of a human knocking about inside me. The sensation of new life stirring in the womb is called quickening. But that morning was not the first time my daughter quickened inside me. She'd been thumping and knocking about inside me for weeks before, since conception I'm told. But I didn't know it. By the time she made her presence felt that morning, around the fifth or sixth month, she'd grown large enough inside me to become an undeniable force. It's a similar sort of feeling when you feel twinges of something yet unnamed knocking about within you, evolving and stretching into being, causing you to feel restless, your mind to race, and your spiritual appetite to change. You've been pregnant for a while. It's just taken some time for you to notice. But the signs are all there. Today there's no denying the quickening sensations. You are ready to give birth to other dimensions of you.

“What do I do?” you're asking in panic right about this moment. The first thing you do is pray as Mary of Nazareth did when she said the words, “May it be to me as you have said” (Luke 1:38). Hers was the prayer of a woman on the verge of giving birth to something sacred inside, “Lord, I want what you want for my life. Let us begin.” It's that simple.

Have you ever wondered why God sent the angel Gabriel to Mary months before the baby was born to tell her that the child she was about to conceive would be the Christ child? Why didn't God just wait until after the child's birth to reveal to Mary her son's true identity? God wanted Mary to have time to prepare. The preparation she had to do was not just on behalf of the baby. Women had been giving birth to babies, and figuring out how to care for them, for hundreds of thousands of years before Mary's pregnancy. Besides, there were plenty of women on hand in Nazareth to take shifts helping young mothers care for their newborns. Hers was not a culture like ours which leaves new mothers alone for months on end. God sent Gabriel because Mary needed those months to prepare for a birth of a different sort. Parts of her self had to expire and other parts be stirred to life before she could take on the incredible task she was fated for. With the birth of Jesus her son, Mary's life would never be the same. Those flutters in her stomach all those months were flutters for herself, as much as they were in anticipation for her baby. The labor pains she felt that damp night in Bethlehem as she struggled to bear down and push her son into the world were labor pains on behalf of her self as much as they were for his sake. Mary had no more control over what was happening to her than you and I have control when we wake up one morning unable to go on playing a role we feel we've long outgrown.

Mary is me, and Mary is you. I am Mary, and you are Mary. Whenever you feel like you're being summoned from some deep and holy place within to journey to some deep and holy place within, know that it's God inviting you to an altar where you might encounter God anew and yourself anew. That's spiritual pregnancy.

“But how do I know that what I'm feeling is what you're writing about?” you're now asking. Realize first that everything we experience in life is designed to make us emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually stretch and grow. Every day we're giving birth to different parts of ourselves, or ought to be. Every crisis in our lives is used as an invitation from God to meet God anew, and to discover new dimensions of who we are and what we are capable of. We are continuously moving from one stage of pregnancy to another. Some become difficult labors, others are less so. Sometimes the feeling that we're on the verge of something comes and goes—and then comes back, each time with greater intensity until we're gripped by it and unable to ignore it. But you know it is God drawing you into a birthing season when, like Mary of Nazareth, you know you can't go back to the woman you once were, but still you can't say for sure who this new woman is you're changing and evolving into. At the same time, you can't stay where you are for much longer without risking damaging the something deep and sacred that's bubbling on the inside. Next time you feel a quickening sensation, pray with Mary, Lord, I want what you want for me. Let's begin. Take responsibility for your own growth. God expects you to share with God in midwifing your own wholeness. If you take responsibility for your own growth, then perhaps you will become as invested as God in preserving and nurturing your self. Giving birth to yourself begins with praying, “Lord, I want what you want for me. Let us begin.” That was Mary's way of saying yes to God.

“But where do I begin?” you ask. By keeping yourself open to God. That's it. Look around. Pay attention to your life. Listen for the sounds of the season. Pay attention to the people God sends into your life during this period. New friendships. Prayer partners. Role models. Mentors. Strangers who say something you can't get out of your mind. Renewed friendships. “Even Elizabeth in her old age, who is supposed to be too old to conceive, is pregnant,” the angel hinted to Mary. Nothing more was offered. Mary figured it out. She headed for Elizabeth's home. She knew not to go straight to Joseph, who would not have believed her and who would have badgered her to make sense and get to the point. Stay away from the Josephs who demand that you have answers, make a decision, and give a name to what's going on. It takes time to give birth. Find women (and men), prayer partners, mentors, friends, who know birthing pangs when they hear them being described. Partner with people who share your passion for life and for learning new things. Find a dancing partner and compose your own praise song, or Magnificat. Make up the words. Make friends as you go. You're on the right road to Elizabeth's house when you encounter the unlikeliest of people, the unlikeliest of conversations, the unlikeliest of songs and events—or when you stumble on a book like Showing Mary—whose timing leaves you chuckling, praying, and saying, “This can only be God.”


“Greetings, You Have Found Favor”

Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28). The angel's odd greeting alarmed Mary. For one thing, his was a greeting normally reserved for girls of a more noble background than her own. Rich girls were the favored ones, not poor girls from poor, working-class towns like Nazareth. Hers was not one of the tony sections of Galilee. Nazareth was a solidly working-class, unremarkable village. It was located in lower Galilee, if that tells you anything. So unremarkable were Nazareth and its inhabitants in the eyes of others throughout Galilee that upon hearing of the prophetic gifts of one Jesus from Nazareth, Nathanael, who hailed from a flossier section of town, smugly replied, “What good can come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Fortunately, Jesus would learn from his mother not to be deterred by what others thought of his hometown. Mary would live out her whole life in Nazareth and would come to discover for herself that just because your background is humble doesn't mean that your future is limited. Who would have imagined an angel from heaven appearing to a poor, unsophisticated young girl from the back roads of Nazareth with an assignment from God? Mary grew up never expecting the sort of compliment paid to her that day by the angel Gabriel; afterward, however, she knew better than to ever again question God's choice.

There's no denying that Gabriel's greeting startled Mary. But hearing herself addressed directly made Mary draw back in fear even more. “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God” (Luke 1:30). Imagine an angel speaking directly to a woman! Everyone knew that angels didn't communicate directly to women. But this one did. What's more, he came with news that should more properly have been conveyed to Joseph, her husband-to-be. This caused Mary more alarm. Anything affecting a woman's reputation as a bride-to-be, or anything threatening her upcoming marriage, by custom should be directed to her father or husband-to-be. Their honor as her guardians was on the line. What's more, women were not addressed directly without the consent of their fathers, husbands, or male guardians. (A few verses earlier, an angel visited Zechariahs, not Elizabeth, with joyous news of a son being on the way.) Mary was shaken by what was happening. But, she was also intrigued.

Don't be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God, the angel said.

“Uh-oh. Is this good news or bad news?” It's supposed to be a compliment, but it also feels like something else you have to live up to. Divinely favored. Hmmmph. It feels like you're about to be asked to do something that's going to take a lifetime to live up to. Something else added to the long list of things you already have to do. Another impossibility put upon you. Whatever plans you had for your life have been shot to pieces. No, God. Not now. Not here. Why now?

Don't be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.

At the same time, it's intriguing and flattering to think that someone sees something special in you. You're tempted to question their judgment and motive. After all, you've lived your whole life around people who expected very little from your life. And let's face it, your own dreams for yourself have been rather small and conventional as well. But now someone comes along with a different forecast of your future. Says your Gabriel, “Have you ever thought about the possibility that you're more gifted than you know? You've got more potential than you suspect? You're more blessed than you think?” For example, a teacher admires your speaking and thinking skills in class and asks whether you've given any thought to applying to law school. You're speechless. It might just be that your teacher was your Gabriel. A coworker admires your competence on a project and suggests that you apply for the job that's just been posted, which pays more and would make better use of your talents. You're floored. Could that be your Gabriel? What is your reaction supposed to be? Whatever you do, don't dismiss their remarks. Hear them out. Listen for God. Search your own soul. Maybe theirs are the voices of Gabriel sent to wake you up to your own potential.

Mary could have just said no. That's certainly what you and I would have said had an angel intercepted us with harrowing news that God had decided to interrupt our best-laid plans and set us on some ridiculous course. She could have thought, I have better things to do with my life. She might have said to Gabriel, “No—I can't do this. My family would never accept this; you'd better find someone else to do this.” Mary could have said no, and would have been in good company if she had. Moses told God, “I'm not equipped to do the job.” Isaiah confessed, “I'm not good enough.” Jeremiah responded, “I'm much too young.” Don't we tell teenagers to just say no? But Mary didn't refuse. For once in Scripture, someone, thankfully a woman, says it right the first time. She says instead, “Let it be.” How many times have we said no, wanted to say no, came close to saying no, did say no to an invitation based solely on the fact that we didn't want to be inconvenienced, ridiculed, or burdened? Give the job to someone else. Mary had her own dreams of what her future with Joseph would be like. Bringing a baby into the marriage was not one of them. Growing up so quickly and having her life changed so radically were not how she imagined her new future. But look at what Mary would have missed had she responded negatively. Besides missing the honor of being the mother of God's son, she would have missed the chance to discover new things about herself. Every time you resist God's invitation to do something new, you miss God's opportunity for you to be renewed.

So what does it mean to be favored by God? Does it mean you're different from other women, better than other women, more blessed and chosen than other women? Absolutely not. It means that you, like Mary, have God's undivided attention. You always have had God's attention. But this time you know it in ways you've never known before. You notice now that your plans have become folded and kneaded into God's plan for you. “You have found favor with God” (Luke 1:30) means that your season has come, your season to move out and step up to your potential and purpose has arrived. Your plans for yourself have not been tossed out. The favor of God now makes them possible, doable, achievable. You are now becoming ready from within. A new self is emerging. You are outgrowing the old ways. Before all attention has been on what's taking place on the outside. Your new move. Getting that child off to college. The divorce. The wedding. The promotion. The new weight loss. The new boyfriend. Now it's time to turn your attention to what's taking place inside you. Stop. Pray. Pay attention. Listen. Don't listen with your ears, listen with your heart. What are you feeling? Admit that you're both afraid and excited. What have you been wanting to do all your life but were too afraid to try? Although things have begun to swirl around you and you feel completely out of control, you can rest assured that you're on the right track, because ultimately it will all come together to your greater good. Step in the whirlwind, my sister.

O Lord, even though I cannot see my way,

still I hear your voice calling me in the whirlwind.

Things are falling apart and coming together

at the same time.

Fear and calm overtake me.

Feelings of unworthiness and divine boldness

vacillate within.

But I hear you beckoning me, telling me to get up,

reach out, look up, step out.

I hear, and I obey.


Ready from Within

Almost all change is unwilling in the beginning, even change for the best. Mary of Nazareth found this out one otherwise ordinary day in a young girl's life. The young, energetic, starry-eyed girl with a head full of nappy curls would discover firsthand both the anguish and upheaval change brings, and the excitement and potential for growth it offers. Swathed in her daydreams that day of her pending marriage within the year to Joseph, a descendant of the house of David, Mary represents every woman who knows what it's like to wake up from a cherished dream and find that her life has been turned upside down by one turn of events. Little did Mary know that day as she walked the dusty roads of her fishing village of Nazareth that her life was about to change forever. An angel appeared out of nowhere and startled her. His good news didn't much sound like good news in the beginning. According to him, she had been chosen by God for a special mission. Through her the whole course of human history would be altered. God had chosen her to conceive and bear a son for God. The seed implanted in her womb would grow to become God's beloved son on earth, whose presence would usher in a new era of salvation for the whole universe. The young starry-eyed teenage girl from a humble Nazarene household, who never dreamed of anything more exalted for herself than drinking fresh goat's milk every day and marrying a boy with straight teeth, was shocked by and unprepared for the bittersweet good fortune that comes with being nudged awake by God.
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