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“Hail, Mary, full of Grace, the Lord is with you, blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”
I began my ordained ministry working primarily with homeless people.  It wasn’t what I had been expecting.  But one day during my final months at seminary, I received a letter from the rector of the urban church where I was going to work, telling me that my primary responsibility would be to tend to the needs of the poor, particularly the poor who lived on the streets.  And as it happened, the first twelve years of my ordained ministry were spent in this deeply fulfilling work.  I was sure this would be my lifelong calling.
And then, somehow, I ended up in suburban churches like this one.  My first twelve years were spent among the poorest of the poor, and my last twelve have been among…let’s just say, the not-so-poor. 

But it’s a strange thing.  I think my first twelve years among homeless people showed me a peculiar kind of wealth I had not known before.  And my last twelve years in suburban parishes have reminded me of a peculiar kind of poverty I’ve known most of my life.
In those first twelve years, when I asked someone who was living in a cardboard box how he or she was doing, the person would very often respond by saying, “I’m blessed, Father.  I’m blessed, thank God.”

At first I thought they were just currying favor with me by using religious language, but later I came to believe that the poor just often speak a different language.  It’s the language Mary spoke when she said, “From now on, all generations will call me ‘blessed.’”  
It wasn’t that Mary’s station in life had suddenly improved, that caused her to say she was blessed.  In fact, her irregular pregnancy at the very least raised some eyebrows, and she would soon give birth as a homeless person.  Instead, it was probably her poverty and lack of social standing that helped make her more aware of her blessedness.  If you are full of wealth and approval, it is probably harder to realize that you are full of Grace.   But God is never more powerfully present than when we are empty and alone.
Every now and then, you and I might feel that we are blessed in the way Mary felt blessed, or in the way that the person in the cardboard box felt blessed.  We might come to a realization that in fact all people are blessed and meant to be a blessing to each other.  And this realization will probably come at a time when many people might not think to call us blessed.  But we will be empty enough and still enough at those times to realize the deepest truth about our lives – the truth that we are all like Mary, full of Grace, the Lord is with us, and we are blessed.  
