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In Luke’s Gospel (1:26-38), we hear the story of the Archangel Gabriel appearing to a young virgin, who greeted her with the famous words, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.’ In response to the angel’s message that she would conceive by the Holy Spirit and give birth to the Son of God, she responded in deep humility:

Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it done to me according to thy word.

And ‘the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14). These mysteries of our faith – the Annunciation and Incarnation – hold such significance that they have become integral to the daily devotions of the faithful: the Angelus and the Holy Rosary, as part of the Joyful Mysteries.

As I prepared this homily and reflected on our Gospel reading for today[footnoteRef:1], a story came to mind which a classmate from Münster seminary once told me some twenty-five years ago. He grew up on a small farm in rural Germany in an area that is devoutly Catholic. One of his cherished childhood memories was of his grandmother and aunt. Every day, around lunchtime, they would sit in the kitchen, peeling potatoes at an impressive pace as they prepared the food for the farm workers. And each day, as the noon bells chimed, they would start reciting the Angelus prayer: [1:  This homily was originally written for the 4th Sunday of Advent, 2020.] 


The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary:
And she conceived of the Holy Spirit.
Hail Mary…

Yet, even as they prayed with great faith and devotion, their hands never stopped moving – they kept peeling those potatoes! This was important because the men would soon be back from the fields, hungry after a morning of hard work, and lunch needed to be ready.

This story really struck a chord with me because it showed how naturally people used to weave their faith into their daily routine, sanctifying their everyday activities. And it is easy to imagine that Jesus, who himself came from a humble countryside background, would have felt a deep sense of kinship and affection for those humble and hardworking countryside women in their kitchen.

In recent years, there has been an ongoing debate here in Ireland about whether the daily Angelus bells should continue to be broadcast on public radio and television. This debate strikes me as peculiar, considering Ireland’s rich Christian heritage and culture. Notably, a majority - 69% or 3.5 million - of the population on the Emerald Isle still identifies as Catholic.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, I urge my Irish brothers and sisters not to abandon the Angelus prayer too easily, even in the public sphere of our country. It not only reminds us of Christ’s immense love, willing to forsake all heavenly glory to offer up his life for us here on Earth; it also helps to sanctify the moment, helping us to remain conscious of Christ’s loving presence in our daily lives. This might be particularly help- or meaningful for those among the 69% who may not attend Church regularly or think of God daily. [2:  Numbers as of the 2022 census.] 



Having said this, I must confess that my own discipline in praying the Angelus has recently weakened, being a busy priest in a sizable parish in Dublin. Nevertheless, the profound meaning of this prayer for my life and faith remains unchanged. I make an effort to pray it whenever I hear the Angelus bells from our parish church. Sometimes, however, if I am not around or otherwise hindered, I opt for a compromise I came across in Germany many years ago: I sometimes recite a shortened version of the Angelus as a prelude to the table prayer before lunch or dinner. This way, I incorporate the Lord’s Incarnation into my daily routine, even if not precisely at twelve noon or six o’clock in the evening each day. This practice grants me a moment of quiet and reflection, providing me with the spiritual nourishment that helps me to grow in faith, hope, and charity, just before I receive the physical nourishment I need to fulfil my daily tasks in the vineyard of the Lord.

With this in mind, let us now join together in praying this shortened version of the Angelus prayer, remembering the humility and grace of our Blessed Mother, and cherishing the gift of the Incarnation in our lives, now and forever:

The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary:
And she conceived of the Holy Spirit.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  In this way of praying the Angelus, all the inserted Hail Marys are omitted except the last.] 


Behold the handmaid of the Lord:
Be it done unto me according to thy word.

And the Word was made flesh:
And dwelt among us.

Hail Mary, full of grace, 
the Lord is with thee;
blessed art thou among women 
and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.
Holy Mary, Mother of God,
pray for us sinners,
now and at the hour of our death. 
Amen.

Pray for us, O holy Mother of God,
that we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.

Let us pray.
Pour forth, we beseech thee, O Lord, thy grace into our hearts; that we, to whom the incarnation of Christ, thy Son, was made known by the message of an angel, may by his passion and cross be brought to the glory of his resurrection, through the same Christ our Lord. 
Amen.
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