As we [prepare to] start this new year, we’re still in the middle of our Christmas Season, continuing to celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ in our hearts.  That’s why we continue to hear readings about the baby Jesus – today, the shepherds come and announce the message of the angel.  It’s this joyful message of hope that the Savior has come into the world.  And that’s what we continue to celebrate: Our hope is born in Jesus Christ.  And as long as Jesus Christ is part of our life, hope and joy will flourish in our hearts.  

Mary and Joseph were happy to share Jesus with those around them, though I think they were probably a bit surprised to hear these strangers show up and speak with such enthusiasm about their child.  But as Mary listened to their words, we’re told she pondered all that they said and “reflect[ed] on them in her heart,” no doubt thinking back to her own encounter with the angel Gabriel nine months before.  She was probably reflecting on how Jesus’ birth would change her life, and here we see how everything was indeed beginning to change.  People were recognizing her child as sent from God.  Everything around Mary, including this visit by the shepherds, was confirming the goodness of her humble acceptance of the call to be the Mother of God.  

And that in particular is what we celebrate today – the Virgin Mary’s role as Mother of God.  She may not have understood how it could be or what it might mean for her life, but her loving acceptance of that call was the defining moment of Mary’s life, because it was the moment she entrusted her future completely to the care of God.  It set the tone for the rest of her life – she would remain faithful to that commitment through all the joys and all the sorrows. Her words to the angel—“Let it be done to me according to your word”—were not just empty words spoken as in a moment of great devotion.  It was a real defining moment that reflected the state of her heart and mind and soul.  

Mary’s faithfulness is a big thing, so it’s something we celebrate.  It’d be silly to honor someone who can’t keep a promise or hold to a commitment. We honor someone who in their life is faithful.  The Virgin Mary was faithful.  Are you?  Are you faithful to your promises?  Are you faithful to your family, to your community, to God?  We live in a culture unfortunately that glorifies non-commitment – the number of couples deciding to get married nowadays is on the decline, the fear of parenthood contributes to the rise in abortion, even the Church struggles with getting more of its people to come more regularly to Mass.  But in spite of all that, it’s good to know that we can look to the Virgin Mary and see a model of true faithfulness and commitment to God that we can imitate.  

A couple months ago, my mom told me some things that had happened a few months before I was born.  In May 1975 my father caught a really bad infection that landed him in the hospital.  Doctors didn’t think he would survive – in fact, he did die for a few minutes on the operating table before doctors were able to revive him.  So, like any of us would in a time like this, my mom prayed.  She already had three kids at home and one on the way, and she couldn’t see herself raising them alone.  So she prayed for his recovery.  And she made a promise to God – a promise to take care of my dad for the rest of his life.  My dad did survive that illness, and my mom kept her promise, ensuring that he had everything he needed.  Not too amazing, as any husband and wife would do that for one another.  But remaining faithful to that promise got harder when my parents divorced in the early 80s.  But my mom stayed faithful to that promise she made in 1975.  She still cooked him meals and arranged for doctor’s appointments as he got older.  She even gave him a place to stay in her own home for 11 years when he wasn’t able to afford a place on his own.  She told me, especially in the last few months before he died, how hard it was at times to keep that promise, but she was determined to keep it, because she made a promise to God.  
I’m sure that this is one of those things I’ll call to mind about my mom one day when she passes, because that’s the type of faithfulness that truly defines a life!  It might begin in a single moment, with a single promise and a single commitment, but it redirects one’s entire life to the service and love of others.  That’s what happened with the Virgin Mary – she was faithful to her words “Let it be done to me according to your word,” and she dedicated everything in her life to being the Mother of God.  

There are lots of times we profess similar words that we hope aren’t just empty promises, because faithfulness never begins with an empty promise.  

· Remaining faithful to marriage vows, “in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer.”  

· Remaining faithful to the promises made at a child’s Baptism, to raise them in the practice of the faith and to be a model of the Christian faith for them.  
· Remaining faithful to one’s nation, ready even to give one’s life in defense of freedom and justice. 
· Remaining faithful to the teachings of Jesus Christ and His Church, defending virtue and following him in every way, even if it means persecution.   
When we make these promises, they’re defining moments in our lives.  Faithfulness means committing to that promise, no matter how hard it might be, just like Mary did as Jesus’ mother.  I’d argue that we can’t do that without the grace and strength of Jesus Christ.  Thank God we have Jesus Christ to help us be faithful!  Thank God our hope was born in a manger 2000 years ago!  We do have reason to rejoice!
