First Sunday of Advent

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ 
Wait For The Lord In Hope
Isaiah 2, 1-5; Romans 13, 11-14; Matthew 24, 37-44
It is very easy to have gloomy thoughts about judgement and the final bringing to completion of the history of our redemption.  But that is not the dominant theme in our tradition.  It is one of expectant hope that the Lord who has brought about our redemption will have prepared “lovely things” for those who love him and have been faithful to him.

The temptation we have to avoid is to take everything for granted.  We are encouraged to stay awake and not be caught unawares.  To stay awake means to be alive to what God has finally promised us, to be aware of God’s presence to us in our world, in other people and in the community of the church.  To let our lives be coloured by the vision of what God has revealed to lie ahead.  

May I suggest we would do well to ponder these words from Gaudium et Spes no. 19: 
“We do not know the moment at which the Earth and Mankind will have run their course.  Nor do we know the way in which all things will be transformed.  The shape of this world, deformed as it is by sin, will pass away.  But we are taught that God is preparing a new dwelling place and a new Earth where justice will abide. 
“The happiness of that place will fulfil and surpass all the longings for peace which spring up in the human heart.  Then, when death has been conquered, the sons of God will be raised up in Christ.  What was sown in weakness and corruption will be clothed with incorruptibility.  While charity and its fruits endure the whole of creation which God made on man’s account will be set free from its slavery to empty show”.
The only obstacle to becoming a part of that vision of final reality is the sin that lurks in our hearts.  Advent says wake up and deal with it and renew your sensitivity to everything that Christ stands for.

Pray for a renewed alertness to the things of Jesus

2nd & 3rd Sundays of Advent

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ 
St John The Baptist
On the second and third Sundays of Advent we receive an annual visit from St John the Baptist.  The Church has a huge respect and place of honour for John (together with Jesus and his mother, John is the only other saint to have a feast celebrating his birthday: 24th June). 
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Why is this?  His message is not time-limited but relevant to every age.  To hear it annually is a “must” for all Jesus’ disciples and the invitation of these two Sundays of Advent is to listen to John.  If we are serious about Jesus we will be serious about John.
Second Sunday of Advent
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ 
John The Presenter & The Critic
Isaiah 11, 1-10; Romans 15, 4-9; Matthew 3, 1-12

John has only one other person in his life: the one he had to present.  He would have known the writings of the prophets.  Today the Church, using the prophet Isaiah, gives us a powerful image of the coming Messiah and the sort of age he would usher in.  
John puts his own role into context as he describes himself as “a voice preparing a way for the Lord”.  His message “repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is close at hand” captures the essence of what he is about.  His whole way of life expresses that message.  He has plainly not bought into the accepted ways of “religious professionals” of his age; but we are oddly attracted to him as were many of the more lowly faithful of Israel.

To the professionals, however, John turns a fiercely critical eye and voice.  He sees them as hiding from the real issues by coming to seek baptism.  They cannot lose themselves in acceptable externals while inside in the heart all sorts of deformed attitudes and values are in control and leading them into false avenues and ways of life.  

This critique is something we need to take heed of as well.  If we are to take Jesus seriously we have to change quite radically both internally and externally.  We cannot take for granted that because we are Catholic we are going to be alright.  

John’s criticism, though, has one aim - to enable us to change and be able to accept the one who comes both in words and deeds:

“The one who follows me is more powerful than I am and I am not fit to carry his sandals”.

He will give the spirit to exercise judgement, accepting what is good and destroying what is evil.  

We cannot emphasise too strongly the importance of repentance.  

Pray for a spirit of conversion

Third Sunday of Advent
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
Is This The One?
Isaiah 35, 1-6; 10; James 5, 7-10; Matthew 11, 2-11

John comes to present Jesus to us.  He will be forever the signpost to Jesus.  Today’s gospel presents us with John in a moment of doubt as to whether he had been wasting his time, or was the one about whom he was hearing really the one who was  to come?
It is a moving scene!  John at the end of his mission and life enquiring after Jesus.  What his disciples bring back from Jesus must have been immensely reassuring to John.  Jesus is indeed the one who brings sight to the blind; mobility to the lame; cleansing to lepers; hearing to the deaf; and life to the dead. The Good News is proclaimed to the poor.  And what lovely words of reassurance to John: 
“Happy is the man who does not lose
faith in me”.
Words of consolation to John are words of invitation to us.
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Then Jesus turns presenter.  His words about John are captured by the way in which we celebrate John in our liturgy (Second and Third Sunday of Advent, 24th June his birth and 29th August his martyrdom).  And yet in affirming John Jesus pays a tremendous tribute to those who become His disciples: 
“The least in the Kingdom of Heaven
is greater than he is”.
This statement however must never make us take for granted the gift that we have received and for which John prepared us.  

Pray for the gift of joy in the Spirit

Fourth Sunday of Advent
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ 

Let Mary Be !
Isaiah 7, 10-14; Romans 1, 1-7; Matthew 1, 18-25

Generally the 4th Sunday of Advent belongs to the maiden who is with child.  In our terms, Mary pregnant with her son and God’s only son.  The crucial and central moment of our history has arrived.  
A pregnant Mary without any intervention of Joseph posed quite a problem for him.  He was a true and faithful member of God’s people.  The strict personal and sexual ethic was a part of that fidelity.  The tradition in which Joseph stood was unambiguous about the situation – Mary should be sent away.  As the gospel says, Joseph “being a man of honour and wanting to spare her publicity decided to divorce her informally”.  
The moral quality of Joseph is shown in this decision.  Although everything seemed wrong about the situation, he had a deeply compassionate part of his character and did not want to apply the full rigour of the law.  Here was a man to whom the Lord could entrust his son and his son’s mother.  
Because of his fidelity to God and his people, Joseph was however a good person to whom to entrust the unfolding of God’s plan.  Joseph must have had enormous difficulty in getting his mind around the situation in front of him.  His fidelity must have been sorely tried.  But he trusted God.  And when he received the message that Mary’s child was the work of the Holy Spirit he stayed with her and made room for God’s design to flourish.

Joseph’s calling was to stand there in the mode of a guardian to make room for God’s work, even though it seemed to go against the normal meaning of the tradition in which he lived.  
Or did it?  Perhaps Joseph understood the tradition at a very deep level – namely that at the end of the day God is in charge and will do things his way.  
Pray for the grace to let God have his space!
Christmas Day

Vigil Mass - Isaiah 62:1-5; Acts 13:16-17; 22-25; Matthew 1: 1-25

Midnight - Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-14

Dawn - Isaiah 62:11-12; Titus 3:4-7; Luke 2:15-20
Day - Isaiah 52:7-10; Hebrews 1:1-6; John 1:1-18

From the Christmas readings it is possible to put together some important features of the One we know as Jesus the Christ, Son of God, truly God and truly Man.
Jesus is thoroughly Jewish, of the race of David. He brings to fruition the Messianic expectations of his people.  
It is easy to form negative opinions of our Jewish brothers and sisters because of contemporary conflict in the Holy Land and wider.  Our relationship with the Jewish people is a datum of faith and, contrary to previous negative customs, Christmas is a time to relish that relationship for what it is – the Jewish people delivered our Lord Jesus Christ to our history.  These thoughts are very much and powerfully expressed in the genealogy in Matthew’s gospel.  
The Midnight readings give us the grandeur of the birth of the Lord.  This is particularly captured by the song of the angels.  Jesus’ birth is marked historically by relating his time to Roman Emperors and more local rulers but his real status is captured by the song of the angels which has passed into the liturgy of the Church as a mark of all her festal celebrations.  “Glory to God in the Highest” is always a ‘bottom line’ prayer of the Christian community.  
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At dawn the human response to this final and totally unique person is one of adoration and contemplation.  The shepherds come to adore and in that way to visit the newborn.  And Mary embodies the adoring contemplation that is also an important response to Emmanuel, God with us.  Somewhere in the celebration of Christmas we must ponder the mystery of God made Man.
The Mass of the day on Christmas enshrines the great theological texts of the New Testament – the beginning of Hebrews and the prologue of John’s gospel.  
These texts are not proclaimed at this Mass to cover us with academic glory or confusion!  They are there to enable us to be clear about whose birth we celebrate: “In our own time, the last days, he has spoken to us through his Son” (Hebrews).  And the text goes on to deliver statements of the Son that can only make sense if Jesus is Lord.   
We find in John a similar affirmation: 
“The Word was made Flesh;
He lived among us and we saw His Glory,
the Glory that is His as the only Son of the Father, full of Grace and Truth”.
Our prayer at this season will always be a response to the invitation, “Come let us adore Him”. 
Holy Family 

Even Families Are Redeemed
Ecclesiasticus 3 2-6 & 12-14; Colossians 12 -21; Matthew 2 13 -15 & 19 -23
This is the daunting feast of the Christmas cycle!  A family that is composed of Jesus, Mary and Joseph will always seem to be a presence that stands in judgement over all the families that have ever been or in the contemporary world all those units of human community that would like to be called or considered to be family in some sense.
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It is inevitable that a family in which Jesus is central will sit in judgement over and against everything we can propose as family, even family at its best.  The reason for this is that the Holy Family is Holy and our families are not, except in an imperfect way.  The Holiness of God will always judge but will always redeem.  The Lord came among us not to condemn but to save.  

Our calling in all our relationships, including those we can call family, is to allow the image and likeness of God to become clearer.  Paul writing to the disciples at Colossae captured this in the third chapter of his letter.  He talks about God’s love for us; our calling is to love in sincere compassion, in kindness and humility, gentleness and patience, and in particular forgiveness.  This is a tough agenda but one that is thoroughly worthwhile pursuing.
This feast reassures us that Jesus is not playing at being one of us.  He entered into all our relationships and invites us to live them in a redeemed fashion; to overcome our sinfulness and self-centeredness and to reach out to each other.  

We are all called to be Holy and this Holiness, namely the image and likeness of God in us, is worked out in the relationships that make up our lives.  Our Holiness is communal and individual.  The Family of Nazareth is our calling to it.  Its form comes from the heart of God, Father Son and Holy Spirit.  One of our most prestigious titles as a church is the Family of God.

Pray for your own family today

Mary, Mother of God 

Numbers 6 22-27; Galatians 4 4-7; Luke 2 16-21

Each year on the octave day of Christmas the church brings us to contemplate the greatness of Mary.  This does not invite us to somehow exaggerate Mary to the detriment of her Son.  Her greatness is totally gifted to her by God in her calling to be the Mother of Jesus.  And it’s her relationship with Jesus that persuades us to give her a special place of honour in the Family of God. 
In the words of the reading from the Book of Numbers she is the one who enables that blessing of Aaron to be for us in the person of Jesus.  The Blessing is no longer words; in Jesus it becomes enshrined in a person.  The Son of God and Son of Mary expresses in his own person the fulfilment of that blessing.  In Jesus, the Lord blesses and keeps us; in Jesus, the Lord’s face shines upon us and is gracious to us; in Jesus, the Lord uncovers his face and brings us peace.  
In human terms Mary was chosen to make this possible.  No wonder we make such a fuss of her!
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The other important message from this feast is what Mary models for the Church.  She does it from within the community.  To make some sense of what has happened in the Christmas mystery, God with us, we need to rediscover the ability of faith to treasure all these things and ponder them in our hearts.  
The contemplative side of Christmas can easily be swept aside by the hyperactivity of a culture that regularly misses the deeper side of things because it is too busy.  Somewhere during the celebration of Christmas we have to stop and ponder.  

Pray for the spirit of contemplation

The Epiphany of the Lord 

The Nations Too Belong
Isaiah 60 1-6; Ephesians 3 2-3 & 5-6; Matthew 2 1-12 
This is the third great feast of Christmas.  It is preceded by Christmas Day and the Solemnity of the Mother of God, 1st January.  It invites us to see the wider implications of the birth of Jesus.  He comes not just for his own people but through them for all the nations of the world.  As Ephesians puts it, “Pagans now share the same inheritance”.

Perhaps we could listen to the Catechism of the Catholic Church (528): 
“The Epiphany is the manifestation of Jesus as Messiah of Israel, Son of God and Saviour of the world.  The great feast of the Epiphany celebrates the adoration of Jesus by the wise men (magi) from the East, together with his Baptism in the Jordan and the wedding feast at Cana in Galilee.

“In the magi, representatives of the neighbouring pagan religions, the Gospel sees the first-fruits of the nations, who welcome the goodness of salvation through the Incarnation.  The magi’s coming to Jerusalem in order to pay homage to the king of the Jews shows that they seek in Israel, in the messianic light of the star of David, the one who will be king of the nations.
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“Their coming means that pagans can discover Jesus and worship him as Son of God and Saviour of the world only by turning towards the Jews and receiving from them the messianic promise as contained in the Old Testament.
“The Epiphany shows that ‘the full number of the nations’ now takes its ‘place in the family of the patriarchs’ and acquires Israelitica dignitas (is made ‘worthy of the heritage of Israel’)”.
Pray for the Mission of the Church

The Baptism of the Lord 

Listen To Him! 
Isaiah 42 1-4 & 6-7; Acts of the Apostles 10 34-38; Matthew 3 13-17
This feast is an extension of the Epiphany which contains within itself the revelation to the Magi, the manifestation at Cana and the Lord’s baptism in the Jordan.
Why, then, a separate feast?  It is because Jesus’ baptism is “the acceptance and inauguration of his mission as God’s suffering servant” (CCC536).
The baptismal narrative culminates in that well known Epiphany, “This is My Son the Beloved my favour rests on him” 
(Matthew 3 17).
As the Catechism of the Catholic Church puts it:
· Jesus allows himself to be numbered among sinners.

· He is already the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

· He anticipates the baptism of his bloody death.
· He is submitting himself entirely to his father’s will (to fulfil all righteousness).

· Out of love he consents to this baptism of death for the remission of our sins.

· The Spirit comes to rest on Jesus and he will be the source of the gift of the Spirit for all of us.

Notice also that the Heavens were opened - and Jesus’ right relationship with his Father is about to be restored to us, so Jesus inaugurates a new creation.

Again let us listen to the Catechism of the Catholic Church:

“Through baptism the Christian is sacramentally assimilated to Jesus, who in his own Baptism anticipates his death and resurrection.  The Christian must enter into this mystery of humble self-abasement and repentance go down into the water with Jesus in order to rise with him, be reborn of water and the Spirit so as to become the Father’s beloved son in the Son and ‘walk in newness of life’ ” (CCC537).
The Epiphany of Jesus at the Jordan gives us a vital insight into our own calling and dignity as adopted sons and daughters of the Father.

Pray for the gift of the Spirit
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