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In these minutes before our Choir sings Conrad Susa’s “Carols and Lullabies: Christmas in the Southwest,” I want to invite us to focus on Mary, the mother of Jesus, who also surely sang lullabies to her baby. I am indebted to my friend, Fr. David McBriar for providing the basic idea for this reflection.
 
Mary has a remarkable role in the Christmas story. She risked disapproval and misunderstanding as she carried in her belly the Christ Child. Mary faced a difficult situation. She could have felt overwhelmed by the huge responsibility of being a mother, not yet married, and facing public disgrace. She was in a tough spot; but she trusted God and did her part.
 
There are times when we also face difficult situations. I think of my friend, Sr. Evelyn Mattern, a tireless leader in peace and justice work with the NC Council of Churches and a devoted contemplative person. She lived in a hermitage in the woods and spent hours in silence. She balanced the inner life of prayer with the outer life of action. A year ago Sr. Evelyn was diagnosed with cancer, and she died just a month ago. Evelyn had the great gift of being able to live in the present moment. About two months ago I asked her how she was facing her illness, and she said, “I am facing it as my next adventure.”
 
Those who suffer have much to teach us. Joe Whelan was a Jesuit priest, a teacher who wrote extensively about prayer. But he also struggled with a chronic illness. As he faced his illness, he said, “I’m so weak I can’t pray. I can’t concentrate. I can’t say the Lord’s Prayer.” Someone asked him, “How can you possibly go on?” He replied, “I have been helped very much by doing the next thing. When you think about your life,” he said, “the next week coming up or the next month, you might say, ‘I just don’t see how I can get through all this.’ But can you do the ‘next thing?’”
 
If the next thing is listening to your pastor’s homily or absorbing the Choir’s singing of carols and lullabies, can you do that? Joe Whelan said that his main prayer became, “With your help, dear God, I can do the next thing.” He said, “Then I try to see what the next thing is in this day, and I try to do it, because I often can just get no further than that.”
 
Joe Whelan said that the person he most looks to during his difficult times is Mary, the mother of Jesus. He said, “When I think about just doing the next thing, I think of Mary. Mary entered the darkness and ambiguity of waiting for the birth of her son. She didn’t see too far into the future. She just did the next thing, and life worked out for her.”
 
At turning points in our life, we can find inspiration from Mother Mary. She teaches us how to deal with the next moment in life. She is a model for all of us. As she waited to give birth to Jesus, I believe she simply took each moment as it came. She reveled in the favor that God had shown her in appointing her to be the mother of Jesus. She accepted this role, this present moment, as God’s gift. Even through adversity she graciously accepted her task. She simply tried to do the next thing well. 
 
In our own struggles and our own longings, sometimes we try to get ahead of ourselves. We can get anxious about the future. We can try to jump ahead to next week, to Christmas morning, or to next year, hoping it will be a better year. But Mary invites us to deal with today---with its joys, struggles, rewards, and pain. 
 
As we listen to Mary sing lullabies to the baby Jesus, as we face our own dilemmas, as we await the good news of Christmas, we too can pray, as Mary surely did: “God, help me to do the next thing well.”
 
Amen.
 
Acknowledgment: Fr. David McBriar, Love in a Paper Sack and Other Homilies.
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