
4th Sunday of Advent 

The Visitation 

Gospel of St. Luke 1:39-45 

In 1981, Rabbi Harold Kushner published the book When Bad Things Happen to Good People. 

The book followed the death of his son Aaron in 1977 from a disease called progeria. Progeria leads 

to premature aging. Aaron was only an adolescent. Yet his body had the characteristics and 

qualities of someone in their late eighties before he died. 

The following quote is attributed to Rabbi Kushner although I am not sure if it came from 

that same book or some other source. “Some years ago, a professor of psychology at a major 

university conducted an experiment in pain tolerance. He invited several dozen students to measure 

how long they could keep a bare foot immersed in a bucket of ice water. One of the things he 

learned was that if there was someone else in the room, a person could keep his foot in the bucket 

nearly twice as long. The presence of another caring person doubles the amount of pain someone 

can endure. Guilt feels less deserved, pain is less painful, misfortune is less oppressive, when 

someone is there with you.” 

Certainly college experiments are to be encouraged and promoted when they can inform us of 

great discoveries. The dozens of college students placing their feet in a bucket of ice water lead to 

the discovery that we can tolerate bodily pain when someone else is present and supportive even if 

they are not enduring the same pain as those with a foot in ice water. 

But, we could learn this same truth by simply studying the Judaic and Christian Scriptures. 

For people of faith today, we can assign certain words to this reality: compassion, communion, 

solidarity, community, companionship, or especially in this Jubilee Year, mercy.  

In St. Luke’s Gospel, the term is “visitation.” “Visitation” is a central theme of St. Luke’s 

Gospel. The evangelist is telling us the life, death and Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth is the very 

visitation of God among God’s people. Jesus does not merely represent God. Jesus is God living 

among his own people in a manner of visitation. 

Over many centuries, church Tradition has labeled the gospel passage just proclaimed as 

“The Visitation.” The example of the Blessed Mother and her relative Elizabeth present for us the 

reality of what can happen when a community of support is formed for those who are in trauma or 

great difficulty.  

Both women deal with troubled pregnancies. Mary is probably only in her mid-teens, 

unmarried and pregnant. She is subject to strict and often merciless religious laws of her time and 

faces potentially terrible consequences. Elizabeth is a woman thought past the child bearing years, 

but now pregnant. She is subject to the laws of nature and the dangers of bearing a child at her 

age. As poor women, their world considered them insignificant, unimportant and powerless. Many 

women today find themselves in similar situations. No woman is ever guaranteed she will live 

through a pregnancy. 

Yet, their visitation enables them to support each other and empower each other to embrace 

their God-given vocation. They meet not to complain and criticize. Nor do they try to outdo each 

other by one upping each other in self-pity. Rather, they recognize God calling both of them to be 

instruments of the most powerful unleashing of grace in the world’s history. Because God has 

chosen them, they are no longer insignificant, unimportant or powerless.  



Because they have opened their hearts to God’s call, they claim their significance, importance 

and power in divine salvation they bear in their wombs. They joyfully praise God even with 

overwhelming odds against them, with years of unseen and horrible times yet to come. Both of their 

sons would usher in God’s Kingdom and face rejection, scorn, and dismissal from the official 

powers to be. Both sons were to die young and die horrible and humiliating deaths.  

Like the study conducted on pain endurance, their solidarity of love for each other and their 

commitment to God is a force that strengthens both of them. But none of us need to stick our bare 

foot into a bucket of ice water. We all know this from our own experience of life. Think about a time 

when you were in trauma or distress and one visit from a family member or friend, one written note 

or card, one phone call made a difference in your ability to continue on. More than likely as all of us 

can name those experiences, we can also realize the time our human touch made a difference in 

someone else’s life as well. And as people of faith, there is a dynamic understanding of our 

responding to God’s call and serving as an instrument of God’s merciful love as well. 

The Visitation is one of the passages developing the theme of “God’s visitation” in St. Luke’s 

Gospel. As The Blessed Mother and Elizabeth find solidarity in each other’s support, so with the 

infant in Mary’s womb, God desired to visit and live among us with a humanity no different from 

ours, with the exception of sin. This is a reason for the celebration of the Lord’s nativity later this 

week. God has visited all of us and unites with us in a solidarity of humanity that cleanses us and 

renews us in God’s own love. Through the Resurrection, that visitation continues into eternity. 

Visitation also assists us shedding bright light on this Jubilee Year of Mercy. Catholic 

spiritual and faith writer Megan McKenna wrote, “The Latin word (for mercy) is “misericordia”—a 

heart filled with pity or compassion. This is the basis of the new interpretation of all Law—

compassion—suffering with another, and so easing their suffering by responding with unbounded, 

unpremeditated, tender concern, regard and respect for the other person.” (Give Us This Day, 

December 2015, p.188.) 

 Our society today promotes a rugged individualism often claiming, “I don’t need you and you 

don’t need me. I am all I need.” Combine that with the great fears inflicting us can become a society 

enduring great isolation and loneliness. Into these vacuums many demons enter. Our call is to live 

lives of visitation in the name of God.  

St. Francis of Assisi would say, “God touches us with love, and now we touch one another 

with God’s love.” Such love is always active and dynamic, never passive. Such love can also be the 

simple gestures of kindness that made all the difference in our own life in times of darkness. Moving 

out of our own comfort zone to assist another in trouble can bring us the following blessings: we 

discover our ability to care in ways we never thought possible. We move from a more “self-centered” 

life to an “other-centered” life.  Someone else’s needs can draw us into a circle of life where we 

encounter salvation.  

“Visitation” may run counter to the culture of our time. But the “visitation of God” in St. 

Luke’s Gospel can empower us to be healers and peacemakers over the great wounds of our time. 

That sounds more appealing than sticking your bare foot in a bucket of ice water to prove the same 

point. 

 


