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There were no telephones, snail mail, or email when today’s Gospel took place. The only way that Mary could have found out that her cousin Elizabeth was pregnant was when the Angel Gabriel told her. (Would that be A-mail for Angel Mail?) When Mary asked the angel how she could become pregnant, he replied that “Nothing is impossible with God.” Her barren cousin, Gabriel said, was going to have a baby, too.

The story says that Mary set out “in haste” to visit Elizabeth in the hill country. It was probably a three– to five-day journey, and it seems Mary traveled alone. She couldn’t wait to share her good news with someone who was going through the same pregnancy ups and downs as she was. There weren’t many people she could have told—Mary wasn’t married when her child was conceived. With that information in the wrong hands, it would be a death sentence for her according to Jewish laws. Elizabeth, herself, had been in seclusion for the first five months of her pregnancy. These two women needed each other for comfort, commiseration, and friendship, and Mary wanted to get there as fast as she could. She stayed for three months, possibly assisting with the birth of little John, the baby who “leaped for joy” when his mother spotted Mary and Jesus in utero.

When you’re pregnant, you suddenly notice all these other women who are pregnant—kind of like when you buy a car, and every other car you see is the same one you’re driving. You get this instant bond with people who are experiencing the same thing you are. I can remember that Kathy Boyle and I were pregnant a little over 21 years ago, me with Andrew and her with Kelsey. We compared notes on kicks and hiccups, inability to sleep in a comfortable position, ultrasounds and cravings, weight gain and obstetricians. We barely knew each other—she was working at the bank, and I was working at the newspaper—but we bonded in a friendship that has lasted over two decades. The boys became best friends as well, and, oddly enough, her second son Ryan and my second son Stephen became best friends, too.

So, today’s Gospel is about friends and how they can be “there” for one another. This weekend, as you celebrate Christmas with your family and friends, thank God that they are in your life. Think about Mary and how she risked her life by traveling alone, pregnant, but focused on helping Elizabeth at any cost. Be prepared to be that friend to someone who needs you. It is what we all are called to be.

