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 In the village of Walsingham, Our Lady asked a woman called Richeldis 

to build a copy of the Holy House of Nazareth, that is the home of Mary and 

her parents, traditionally known as Ss Joachim & Anne, at the time of the 

Annunciation.  Buildings like this, however venerable, are of little use unless 

they have an affect on those who enter; unless they strike a chord 

somewhere within us.  Down the centuries, and up to the Reformation in 

the 16th century, many pilgrims visited the village and the Holy House, 

including monarchs, and, indeed, King Henry VIII. 

 

 But the idea wasn’t just to visit a building, but to try to enter into the 

mystery not of the ins and outs of Our Lady’s domestic life, but her ‘yes’ to 

God, her total self-giving, to see what God might be asking of us, the pilgrim, 

whether in the eleventh century or the 21st. 

 

We’ve just listened to the gospel of the Annunciation, which is, for 

obvious reasons the gospel of the shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham, the 

scripture that introduces us to the virginal conception of the Son of God.  

But what has this to do with the Immaculate Conception of Our Lady?  True, 

there aren’t loads of Marian gospel passages to choose from, but there’s 

more to it than this, of course. 

 

During the Jubilee Year of Mercy in 2015, Pope Francis said, 

The Virgin Mary was called to rejoice above all because of what the Lord 

accomplished in her.  God’s grace enfolded her and made her worthy of 

becoming the Mother of Christ.  When Gabriel entered her home, even the 

most profound and impenetrable of mysteries became for her a cause for 

joy, a cause for faith, a cause for abandonment to the message revealed to 

her.  The fullness of grace can transform the human heart and enable it to 

do something so great as to change the course of human history. (Mass 8. 

12.15 Year of Mercy) 
 



When the angel Gabriel entered the original Holy House, his first words 

were, 

 Rejoice, so highly favoured, 

Or, perhaps, better: 

 Rejoice, hail, you who are already highly favoured  

Our Lady is greeted in this way, not so much because what is being asked of 

her makes her favoured, though it does, of course, but because she is already 

favoured, full of grace, and remains so.   She was filled with grace, redeemed 

from the first moment of her conception, preserved immune from all stain of 

original sin.  The holiness in Christ which is the goal of each of us, was in 

Mary by a unique privilege, in view of the merits of her Son Jesus Christ.  His 

redeeming work on the cross reached back, as it were, in Mary to the 

depths of her being and to her earliest beginnings.   He redeemed her 

himself by choosing her, and as he receives life from her, he gives her his 

own life.  

 

God’s creatures remain free even in the presence of grace, free to 

subordinate themselves lovingly to him.  Our Lady’s being conceived 

Immaculate doesn’t make her acceptance of God’s plan somehow less 

generous. 

 

 Although this teaching was formally proclaimed to be a doctrine of the 

Church in 1854, it had been a belief among the people of God for 

generations and indeed, it had been a feast in England before the Norman 

Conquest!  And the dedication of this Church in central London to Our 

Lady’s Immaculate Conception in 1849, anticipated the definition of the 

doctrine by 6 years. 

 

 How fitting this teaching is, yes, beyond our understanding, but not 

beyond our believing.  And in the moment of the Annunciation, we are 

invited to meditate on the depth of faith which is able to accept the total 

surrender to God’s desire.  The nearness of God to Mary is evident, 



everything about her speaks of integrity and purity.  She has a steadfastness – 

not because of any natural gifts – but as a continuous gift of grace.  And she 

knows, in faith, that gift will always be there for her, come what may.   

 

 The Holy House at Walsingham suggested both stability and security, 

and openness to the Holy Spirit: a readiness for change, for the unexpected, 

for God’s invitation.  So when God, through the angel, enters Mary’s House, 

through the holy Spirit, he is entering the house which is her womb.  And, in 

saying ‘yes’, she’s conceiving God’s Word in her heart first.  So, she is 

overwhelmed with all the blessings of heaven. But this didn’t spare her the 

ups and downs and sorrows of life.  Today’s gospel tells us that the angel left 

her, suggesting, not that she was abandoned by God, but that she remained 

fully human, immersed in the hopes, fears and life of her people and, in due 

course,  the joys and passion of her Son. So    She stands beside all who are 

in anguish; all who see their children suffer or who suffer on behalf of them; 

those who are seeking acceptance, a home, refuge; all who are perplexed 

and feel that they are hanging on by their fingertips; all who are on the verge 

of losing hope.  And being beside us is something active, it is wrapping us in 

her mantle of love and prayer. 

 

 To listen, to love and to bear life is the vocation of Mary, and it’s the 

calling of every Christian.  Each of us does it differently;  listening, loving, 

breathing new life into all sorts of situations and circumstances. So the story 

of the Annunciation, played out in Walsingham in the Middle Ages or now is 

our story too, whether in Norfolk, or central London. 

 

 

 

 

  


