
December 8, 2009 – Feast of the Immaculate Conception 
Prepared by Sr. Anne Callahan, MM, Baltimore, MD 

 
Genesis 3:9-15, 20; Psalm 98:1,2-3, 3-4; Ephesians 1:3-6,11-12; Luke 1:26-28 
 

Today we celebrate the feast of Mary, mother and sister of us all, under the title of 
the Immaculate Conception. The words “Immaculate Conception” tell us that Holy 
Wisdom brought forth for our world a very special woman who would give birth to Jesus, 
the Son of God. We heard in the Gospel that Mary accepted this role by responding to the 
angel: “Behold the servant of the Lord.” The title, Immaculate Conception, denotes that 
Mary is unique among all persons in that she was conceived without original sin. It is a 
very lofty title. But note how Mary responded to the angel, “Behold the Servant of the 
Lord.” The title, Immaculate Conception, is lofty and grand. Mary’s humility in the scene 
with the angel is profound.   

This is why this feast is so important in the Church year. God chose to begin the 
Christian story through Mary saying, “Yes, I am God’s servant.” 

My mission experience was among very poor women in Guatemala. I recall how 
December 8 came and went each year in our parish in a very marginalized area of 
Guatemala City. Few people attended Mass on that day, which was surprising because 
Sunday Mass was always well attended. I knew that the people, especially the women, 
loved and respected Mary. Four days after December 8, they would celebrate the feast of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe, then they would prepare for Christmas with the nine-day 
remembrance of Mary and Joseph seeking a place to stay in Bethlehem, a custom called 
“Las Posadas.” But it did not seem comfortable or attractive for them to know Mary as 
the Immaculate Conception. This was an aspect of the Church too elevated, too far away 
from their personal experience.   

They could much more easily identify with Mary, mother of the crucified one, and 
with the title “Our Lady of Sorrows.” They were mothers, after all, and were living in 
shacks on invaded land, where many had come to escape the violence of the 30-year civil 
war that  had produced thousands of refugees, thousands of disappeared and killed, the 
worst of which took place during the decade of the 1980s. 

Finally, a peace accord that ended the war was signed on Dec 29, 1996. The 
process and struggle to come to the peace accords had taken 10 years. Negotiations 
languished from the mid 1980s through the early 1990s, so there was much hope in 
Guatemala during the days following the peace ceremonies. 

Knowing that a real peace would be a long project, the Catholic Church had 
initiated a massive nationwide project, called “Recovery of Historical Memory,” to bring 
forth testimony from war victims and to name names. Teams spread out through many 
dioceses to collect stories of those victimized by the war. But Bishop Juan Gerardi, whose 
office had led the project, was murdered two days after the project’s final results were 
presented. It was shocking, but also a testament to the fact that peace does not come 
easily. Any war can live on in the hearts of those affected by its violence. 

Think of the numbers of people in our world today, especially the women, who, 
like Mary, are still suffering the loss of a son or daughter who died in a recent war. They 

 



 

bear the cross every day. They are women and men of the U.S., of Iraq, of Afghanistan, 
who remember and who wonder when peace will really come. 

In Guatemala, violence did not end with the peace accords. During these past few 
years, street violence, gangs, and killing of young women have increased significantly. 

On January 1, 2006, I picked up the New York Times, and to my surprise, on 
page 10, I saw the picture of Guadalupe, one of the women I knew from the parish where 
I had worked. She was mentioned in this article, entitled “Guatemala bleeds in vise of 
gangs and vengeance,” because she was searching at the morgue every Monday morning, 
hoping to find her son. He had become involved in gangs and was missing and feared 
murdered. This was 10 years after the signing of the last peace accord, and this violence 
was sown by all the years of a civil war. 

As we honor Mary, under the title of the Immaculate Conception, and on all of her 
feasts, indeed, every day  we are called to work and pray for peaceful solutions to our 
conflicts, peaceful ways to heal the wounds of our world. Holy Mary, Mother of God, 
pray for us sinners, now, and at the hour of our death. Our Lady, Queen of Peace, pray 
for us. Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 

Visit the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns website where over the course of the year, 
we will post resources and reflections showing how missioners and the people with whom 
they live and work understand and build sustainable pathways to peace and security. 
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