


No announcement in all of history

has had such an impact as the An-
nunciation. One evidence is the way

we measure time: the coming of Christ
has forever changed the calendar of

the Western world. e present year

is A.D. 2009; the abbreviation A.D.
stands for anno domini, the year of the
Lord, asB.C. means before Christ.

For some centuries now we have
begun the calendar year on January 1,
but for a very long time March 25 was
the beginning of both the Church year
and the civil years. Tax dates still re ect
that old custom, although the shi to
the Gregorian calendar, which involved
jumping ten days, has thrown o the
coincidence. e reformed calendar
went into e ect under Pope Gregory
XI1l'in 1582, thus St. Teresa of Jesus,
who died on October 5, O.S. (old style),
is actually recalled on October 15, N.S.
(new style).

Even legal dating began on March
25, from the incarnation, that is from
the conception of Jesus at the Annun-
ciation. is was at the vernal equinox,
nine months before the birthday of
Jesus, true light of the world, that itself
replaced the pagan feast of the rebirth of
the sun at the winter solstice. March 25,
as Pope Paul VI reminded us, isa joint
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feast of Jesus and Mary; its full title is
the annunciation of the Lord.

e Annunciation is a principal
feast of the Church year, one of our
Ladys greatest days, rst of the joyful
mysteries of the Rosary, and the theme
of the Angelus prayer (e angel of
the Lord announced unto Mary ),
which in some countries is still pealed
out by Church bells morning, noon and
evening.

e Churchs prayers for March 25, now
as in times past, rejoice in the saving
mystery of the Incarnation. e Son of
God is conceived of the Virgin Mary by
the power of the Holy Spirit, to save us
from sin and restore us to friendship
with God.

e entrance prayer at Mass reads:

O God, you who willed that your
Word truly take human esh in the
womb of the Virgin Mary, grant, we
beseech you, that we who publicly
acclaim our Redeemer as God and as
man may merit to share in His divine
nature. e preface has these lines:

He came to save mankind by be-
coming a man Himself. e Virgin,
receiving the angels message in faith,
conceived by the power of the Spirit
and bore your Son in purest love.

It was for this great mission that
the merciful God for-chose the child
of Joachim and Anne, giving her the
grace of freedom from original sin at

the very origin of her life, her Immacu-
late Conception. As the Second Vatican
Council said, and as Pope John Paul
reminded us in his letter for the Marian
Year of 1988, our Lady was eternally
predestined, in conjunction with the
incarnation of the divine Word, to be
the Mother of God. e feast of the
Annunciation was rst celebrated in
the Christian East, and by the seventh
century was also in Western Church
calendars.
e readings at the Eucharist on

March 25 are the classic choices: the

rst is the prophecy of Isaiah (7, 14)
seven centuries before Christ; the sec-
ond is from the New Testament letter to
the Hebrews; St. Lukes account of the
Annunciation is the gospel passage.

e reading from Isaiah is about the
sign God promises His people a
virgin will conceive and bear a son,
the prince of peace, who will be called

Emmanuel, a Hebrew name that
means God is with us. St. Matthew
sees the prophecy of Isaiah ful lled in
the Virgin-born Son of Mary.

e epistle to the Hebrews ap-
plies psalm forty to Jesus coming
into the world. e line from the
psalm is: As it is written of me in
the book, | have come to do your
will, O God (Hebrews 10,7). e
same psalm serves as the respon-
sory a erthe rstreading.

e verses used in the liturgy
begin with the words: Sacri ce and

Oblation you wished not, but ears open
to obedience you gave me. Holocausts
or sin-o erings you sought not; then
said I, Behold I come ,todo your
will, © my God, is my delight, and your
law is written within my heart! (verses
7-9) e worshipping congregation
echoes: Here am I, Lord; | come to

do your will. Even before the human
Jesus could say such words, his mother
had said the same: Be it done unto me
according to your word.

Part of our Christian heritage is a great
collection of sermons from the Middle
Ages about the Annunciation. Almost
always they are explanations of St.
Lukes gospel, starting with the memo-
ry- lled words, e angel Gabriel was
sent
St. Luke is a superb author; in a sort
of ongoing dialogue with his reader, he
introduces the revelation of Gods be-
coming man. He puts
rst on the scene
Gabriel, the
angel entrusted
with messages
about the Mes-
siah, then the
Virgin Mary,
before whom the
mighty angel
bows in hum-
ble service,
awaiting
the

response to Gods invita-
tion,and nally we hear
the good news that the
Savior is here, the Holy
One of God, who will rule
in the house of David, and
whose kingdom will be
everlasting.
St. Luke is sometimes
called a painter; certainly
he has penned a poetic
portrait of the Annun-
ciation event guided by
the Holy Spirit he has looked into our
Lady s soul, this brave young woman
who, as Luke reminds us, was prone
to ponder in her loving heart all Gods
actions in her Sons life and mission.

e Annunciation normally falls in
Lent, reminding us that the merciful
and almighty God sent His Son, con-
ceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the
Virgin Mary for us and our salvation.

e celebration of March 25isa tting
preparation for the coming of the Lord
in every sense: His Easter coming as
the Risen Christ, His presence in every
Eucharist, His coming at the hour of
our death, for which we pray so o en to
the holy Mother of God in the second
part of the Hail Mary.

Ancient authors loved to play with
the Latin phrases of the Annunciation
story, especially with the opening word
of the Ave Maria. Ave turned around
backwards reverses the name of Eva
(Latin for Eve), our rst mother who
was deceived by the devil, as Mary s
obedience reversed the sentence that
closed the gates of Eden.

Further, they saw in the angels
greeting (Avete) to the women at the
tomb, rst witnesses of the Risen Jesus,
the same announcement of good
news, as to the Blessed Virgin at the
Annunciation. e avete addressed

to the women is the Latin plural of
Hail. Ave is the singular, like our old
thou and you.

Many of us remember when it was
the custom to genu ect at the words of
the creed at Mass: by the power of the
Holy Spirit, He was born of the Virgin
Mary and became man. e genu-

ection is no longer required, except
on the feast of the Annunciation and
Christmas.

Other times we are asked to bow,
although bowing is not a common
custom in America, So most people
forget. Yet a reverence in body as well
as in spirit suits well the exhilarating
remembrance of the saving truth

conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of

the Virgin Mary, not only on March

25, but whenever we say these hope-
lled words.
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