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| ectio divina

A reading and reflection on the Scriptures which leads to prayer and transformation of life

Reading — getting to know the text (senses)

At this stage we come to know the text in its entirety. We look at it as a whole, embracing
all the elements of it. What is the human author trying to tell in the text? This reading
is the beginning of a process that leads to meditation, prayer and the transformation of life.

e Take in all the elements of the text.

e Be aware of context, related texts, quotes.

o Who are key characters; what are key words.

e Apply all that you know about the text.

¢ Don’t choose any one thing to work with at this stage.

Meditation — engaging with the text, making it my own (reason)

Here we begin to reflect on the text. We approach the text not from its literal
meaning, but from a theological point of view. What does it say about the God who
speaks to me, and how I am to respond to that God. The text here acts like a mirror;
it reveals to us our own faith journey and what we need to do to live it better.

What does the text tell me?
e about the God who speaks?
e about responding to that God?
e about my faith life?
e about what I need to do to transform my faith life?

Prayer — let prayer emerge from your working with the text (will)

Our prayer here arises out of meditation. We are humbled and have become
aware of our need for God to help us. We pray for the grace to put into practice
our insight into what we need to do to live our faith life more fully

¢ Our prayer stems from our reading / meditation.

e Meditation humbles us, so we turn to God in our need.

o We seek the grace we need to do what we must to transform our life.
o We acknowledge that alone we can do nothing.

¢ I can do all things in him who strengthens me

Action — throughout the day

To help us throughout the day to focus on our particular insight we now choose a word, phrase or
sentence. By repeating it during the day we are reminded of what we need to do, and remember
that God gives to us the help that we need to do it. The goal of lectio divina is transformation

of life, so this continuing repetition is like a leaven that brings about the transformation.

¢ Now choose a word, phrase, sentence.

¢ Bring it to mind frequently during the day.

e Let it recapture the experience of your lectio.

e Use it especially in situations relating to your lectio insight.

¢ “Daily and hourly till the soil of the heart with the Gospel plough”.

Shared lectio involves hearing the word together, sharing one’s initial insights into the
text, and then, after a private time for meditation, sharing something of those deeper
reflections. After a time of prayer, the text chosen for daily reflection may also be shared.

2
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Introduction

As we approach the end of a year we are faced with many demands made upon
our time - office parties, school concerts, endless shopping and preparation for
Christmas. Many people feel tired and in need of a rest - just leave me alone for
a while.

How, then, do we energise and fire up our parish communities? How do we capture
something of that powerful drive experienced by the disciples at Pentecost? How do we open
our eyes to see, and feel the burning in our hearts as in the hearts of the disciples on their
way to Emmaus?

Our liturgical thythms are rich and the liturgical scripture cycles enrich us in a different way
each year. Might not these rhythms and cycles together with the practices and teachings we
hear at our Sunday worship be the very means to ground our communities?

Pope Francis in his amazing apostolic exhortation, The Joy of the Gospel, says that “whenever
our interior life becomes caught up in its own interests and concerns, there is no longer
room for others, no place for the poor. God’s voice is no longer heard, the quiet joy of

his love is no longer felt, and the desire to do good fades... Many fall prey to it, and end

up resentful, angry and listless... I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment,

to a renewed personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least an openness to letting him
encounter them; I ask all of you to do this unfailingly each day.”(#2,3)

On November 30 we enter the cycle of Mark’s Gospel and, on the First Sunday of Advent,
we are faced three times with the confronting words of Jesus, “keep awake”. What will be
different in our parish communities, our families and religious communities since we heard
those words of Jesus from Mark’s gospel three years ago?

Jesus took three years to form his disciples. If we start now, we too have three years. What
difference will these years make? When we hear those words again will we be in a different
place in our call to discipleship? Will the reign of God be just that little bit closer to being
realised because we have stayed awake and alert?

The richness of our liturgical year and cycles can shape us if we are willing to take the steps
to change, if we imagine how many possibilities might emerge.

Advent, our new year, is a good place and a good time to set a new course for our lives, our
parishes, our communities, our families.

What if we approach this Advent as a new opportunity to do it differently?
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Pope Francis in The Joy of the Gospel mentions “one particular way of listening to what
the Lord wishes to tell us in his word and letting ourselves be transformed by the Spirit. It
is what we call lectio divina. It consists of reading God’s word in a moment of prayer and
allowing it to enlighten and renew us.”(#152)

The Sunday Advent Scriptures offer us a rich feast upon which to reflect and lectio divina
invites us into the intimacy of the Word that it may shape and form us anew as disciples of
the Risen One.
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How to use this booklet

his booklet invites you to prayerfully and meditatively reflect on the Sunday
readings during Advent and select readings from Christmas and Epiphany.

An outline of the meditative and prayerful reflection of lectio divina is offered on
the inside cover at the beginning of this booklet.

To find out more about lectio divina and the new lectio divina App for mobile devices,
please visit www.dbb.org.au

This booklet is an instrument that can be used in a variety of ways. Please use it in
whatever way suits you best.
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Advent: Walking towards the Light

dvent may seem simple enough to understand as a period of preparation for the
great Feast of the Lord’s Nativity. But the themes that emerge from the liturgical
texts of the Roman Liturgy - the antiphons, collects, readings, psalms, prefaces -
present a season that is altogether unique and profound. There is nothing quite
like it in the liturgical traditions of the East. Certainly they do have their own special
periods of preparation for Christmas and Epiphany but nothing the same as Advent.

THE ORIGINS OF ADVENT

The first signs of what we now call “Advent” appeared in the latter part of the 300s in the
Christian communities of Spain and Gaul (present-day France and parts of Germany). It was
in some places a two to three-week preparation for the rites of Christian initiation celebrated
in these regions at the feast of Epiphany. This preparation seems to have involved not only
those who were going to be baptised but also in various ways the whole community.

CHRIST, THE UNCONQUERED LIGHT OF THE WORLD

But why choose the Epiphany and not the Easter Vigil as the most auspicious time for
conferring the sacraments of Initiation? The simplest and shortest answer to this is to point
to the theme of Light and the belief that Baptism means to be enlightened by Christ. And
in the northern hemisphere, the Christmas/Epiphany season depends upon the event of
the winter solstice, when the sun begins its “ascent”, the days begin to get longer, and the
darkness is “conquered” by the Light of Christ. According to the old calendars this winter
solstice was calculated as taking place on 25 December, and not, as our modern calendar
determines, 21 December. So from the early 300s in Europe, Christmas was made to
coincide with the solstice because it meant that Christ the Light had come into our world
and would continue to conquer the darkness of sin, year after year - the Christ, the Son of
God, our Saviour.

Gradually, as time went on, the custom of group Baptism at Epiphany waned. But the theme
of baptism and conversion of heart, mind, and action remained embedded in the character
of this special time. In time, Advent took on the character familiar to us, as preparation for
the feast of the Lord’s coming in the flesh. Its length varied from six weeks to four weeks
depending on regional customs, until it reached its present fixed form of four weeks.

ADVENTUS - MOMENTOUS ARRIVAL OF SALVATION

The word “Advent” itself has an interesting background. Both the Latin “Adventus”
(Coming) and its Greek equivalent “Parousia” (Appearance) were both originally secular,
pagan words which epitomised singular events such as the birth of an Emperor or the
proclamation of the Victor of a crucial battle. These kinds of events meant that people’s
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lives were forever changed and transformed. Is it any wonder, then, that both of these words
found their way into the Christian expression of the Incarnation?

ADVENT IN ITS FINAL FORM

Although the countries of Western and Northern Europe already had a form of Advent

for some two centuries, it wasn’t until the mid-500s that Rome itself began to observe this
season. Eventually, the latter part of the four weeks of Advent in Rome was marked by a
more intense time of expectation, fasting, and prayer from 17 to 24 December. Finally,

in the High Middle Ages (13th & 14th centuries), Advent was characterised by the strong
eschatological message of the glorious return of the Lord at the end of time. It was this fully
developed form of the season that spread rapidly throughout Europe.

AN ADVENT OVERVIEW

Today the four weeks of Advent develop certain dominant themes which can be described
as follows:

I**week - Watch and Pray: Vigilant waiting for the Lord’s coming

2" week - John the Baptist’s challenge: Prepare the way of the Lord!

3 week - The Messianic Age is here: Therefore, Rejoice!

4t week - The Incarnation of the Word: God’s plan set in motion

We can also look at the unfolding of Advent in two phases:

PHASE ONE - from the First Sunday of Advent until 16 December

In a broad sweep and with stirring words of warning issued against the backdrop of stark
signs in nature and in the unfolding of human social history, Advent focuses on the two
Comings of Christ: his 1** Coming when he took on our own human nature and lived
among us; his 2" Coming when he will appear as Judge at the end of time. The point is
that even in the midst of a long history of turmoil and upheaval there is embedded in the
human heart and soul a longing for the Messiah and the expectancy of his coming.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church expresses this as follows:

524 When the Church celebrates the Liturgy of Advent each year, she makes present
this ancient expectancy of the Messiah, for by sharing in the long preparation for the
Saviour’s first coming, the faithful renew their ardent desire for his second coming.
By celebrating the precursor’s (John the Baptist’s) birth and martyrdom, the Church
unites herself to his desire: “he must increase, but I must decrease.”
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PHASE TWO - from 17 December to 24 December

By contrast to Phase One, this eight day period is far more personal as it focuses on the
persons and events leading up to the actual birth of the Saviour in Bethlehem. It is crystal-
clear that the underlying theme is that God’s own Son has taken on human nature to live
among us in order to lead us back to God where we truly belong.

On each of these eight days, the 1% readings are from Old Testament and trace the
prophetic development of God’s promise to send us the Messiah. The Gospel of Day 1
(17 December) presents us with the genealogy of Jesus Christ, Son of God, complete with
a truly human (and problematic) ancestry, a Gospel so important that it is repeated on
the Vigil of the Nativity.

Then in a series of “annunciations” the details of God’s plan are revealed and set in motion:
the annunciation to Joseph, to Zechariah, and then to Blessed Mary, together with the
aftermath of this extraordinary sequence of events: John’s witness to Jesus’ presence in the
flesh and Mary’s Magnificat. This whole period of prelude culminates in the Forerunner
John the Baptist’s own Nativity and the proclaiming of the Benedictus (that “God has visited
his people”).

THE "O" ANTIPHONS

Woven into these special days is a series of seven ancient antiphons, called the “O”
Antiphons, which can be easily missed but which express the Church’s faith in what the
Messiah means to us. Their authorship is unknown but they were already in use in the
700s. In our present liturgical plan they are used at Mass as verses before the Gospel and
in the Divine Office as Magnificat antiphons for Evening Prayer. Here are three of these
beautiful antiphons:

¢ O Wisdom, you come forth from the mouth of the Most High. You fill the universe
and hold all things together in a strong yet gentle manner. O come to teach us the way

of truth. (17 December)

¢ O Adonai and Leader of Israel, you appeared to Moses in a burning bush and you gave
him the Law on Sinai. O Come and save us by your mighty power. (18 December)

¢ O Immanuel, you are our King and Judge, the One whom the people await and their
Saviour. O Come and save us, Lord our God. (23 December)

10
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SUMMARISING THE ADVENT THEMES

1.Preparing to accept “Good News”: The Canticle of the Angels (Lk 2:14) is the
Church’s profound Christmas proclamation. Advent must prepare us in such a way that
this Good News, when it is proclaimed in the Church, is accepted and taken to heart.

2.Appreciating the mystery of the Word made flesh: That the divine Son of God
actually took on our own human nature is the foundation of our entire faith. But
appreciating the humanity of Jesus the Christ really depends upon how we understand
and appreciate our own human nature. In the course of a year so many things happen
to shake our faith in the human condition and its destiny. Advent is a prime time for
correcting this negative bias and checking our fundamental basis for hope.

3.A recommitment to justice and mercy: The urgent cry of John the Baptist can be
heard throughout the Advent season, “Prepare the way of the Lord! Make straight
his paths!” The vigilance and watchfulness called for here does not entail an
increase in personal anxiety or spiritual pressure. It flows out of our Baptismal and
Confirmational sense of responsibility for our world, for love of the person, and our
commitment to practical justice and mercy “as we await the blessed hope and the
coming of our Saviour Jesus Christ”.

4 The Advent response of baptismal conversion of heart: As we have seen, Advent
had its beginnings in the celebration of Baptism as the rising of the Light of God’s
face shining in the face of Jesus. Our 21* century Advent likewise is a call to
conversion of heart and true reconciliation as we turn from the inherent darkness to
embrace this Light.

11
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Prayer as we approach the
Season of Advent

Lord, it happens every year. I think that this will be the year

that I have a reflective Advent.
I look forward to Sunday and this new season.

But all around me are the signs rushing me to Christmas and

some kind of celebration that equates spending with love.

I need your help, Lord. I want to slow my world down. This
year, more than ever, I need Advent, these weeks of reflection

and longing for hope in the darkness.

This year, help me to have that longing. Help me to feel it in
my heart and be aware of the hunger and thirst in my own
soul. Deep down, I know there is something missing in my life,

but I can’t quite reach for it. I can’t get what is missing.

I know it is about you, Lord. You are not missing from my
life, but I might be missing the awareness of all of the places

you are present there.

Be with me. Guide me in these weeks to what you want to
show me this Advent. Help me to be vulnerable enough to
ask you to lead me to the place of my own weakness, the very
place where I will find you the most deeply embedded in my

heart, loving me without limits.

12
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15t Sunday — Advent Year B

elcome into Advent as we prepare for the coming of Emmanuel, when God

will be with us to dwell among us. It has long been the human heart’s desire

to know God ever more intimately. Such yearnings are echoed in today’s
Reading from Is 64:1, ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down.” Yet what
is it that we anticipate in God’s approach?! What is it we want from God? What is it that
we deeply need? Once again let us return to Is 64:8 where we read, ‘we are the clay, and
you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.” The desire of the human heart is to
know its Creator ever more intimately. In this Advent we hope to be made more into the
image of God. Advent is a time to prepare ourselves for change, so that God can work in us,
recreating us in love and spirit.

Advent is a necessary time in all our lives as we often stray from our purpose and we forget
the essence of our life, which is Emmanuel, God with us. Advent is a time to openly recall
how much we need God in our midst. Advent invites us to prepare among humanity,

place of welcome and hospitality, where God can be. As 1 Cor. 1:9 reminds us, ‘God is
faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” To
be in fellowship with Jesus, however, is also to be in fellowship with all people. In Advent,
preparation for Christmas is a universal event, where we as one Church, from one end of
the earth to the other, gather to welcome Emmanuel. Yet Advent is only the beginning

for when Jesus comes we are transformed and our union with God is forever ongoing and
reflected in our relationship with all. This is achieved through the gift of grace given to us
in God, ‘for in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every
kind’ (I Cor 1:5). Thus Christmas is the acknowledgment that in the coming of Emmanuel,
we are all one with God, we are all brothers and sisters in Christ.

So ‘Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come’ as we read in Mk
13:33. We have Advent to help us prepare to receive a gift that will transform our entire
lives, a preparation where we are moulded by our Creator to become people of peace and
joy. Advent reminds us how wonderful the coming of Emmanuel is and it reminds us to
partake in this great event, to gladly prepare and be ready for a God who will grace us with
every blessing.

14
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Isaiah 63:16-17, 64:1, 3-8

63 For you are our father, though Abraham does not know us and Israel does not
acknowledge us; you, O LORD, are our father; our Redeemer from of old is your name.
"Why, O LORD, do you make us stray from your ways and harden our heart, so that we do
not fear you? Turn back for the sake of your servants, for the sake of the tribes that are your
heritage.

64 O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would
quake at your presence. >When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came
down, the mountains quaked at your presence. *From ages past no one has heard, no ear has
perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him. >You
meet those who gladly do right, those who remember you in your ways. But you were angry,
and we sinned; because you hid yourself we transgressed. *We have all become like one who
is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, and our
iniquities, like the wind, take us away. "There is no one who calls on your name, or attempts
to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the
hand of our iniquity. 8Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our
potter; we are all the work of your hand.

1 Corinthians 1:3-9

1 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. *I give thanks to
my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus,
>for in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every kind— ®just
as the testimony of Christ has been strengthened among you— “so that you are not lacking

in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ. 8He will also
strengthen you to the end, so that you may be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.
°God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Mark 13:33-37

13 ¥*Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. **It is like a man
going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work,
and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. >>Therefore, keep awake—for you do not
know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow,
or at dawn, *or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. ¥ And what I say to
you I say to all: Keep awake.”

15
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2nd Sunday — Advent Year B

n Advent we prepare to celebrate the greatest miracle we will ever encounter, the
miracle of our Lord and Saviour taking on our humanity.

1"t Isaiah and John the Baptist call on us to tear down our mountains and fill in our
valleys to make straight the path of Our Lord. Our valleys are the times when we do not live
as Jesus has taught us. Our mountains are times when we live against those teachings. We
are to make level the uneven ground of our lives turning our rough places into a plain. We
are to make straight the path of Our Lord to our hearts and our souls.

2,000 years ago John the Baptist strode out of the desert proclaiming to all who would
listen that they were to make low their mountains and lift up their valleys. John was a
wild looking figure. He wore camel skin clothes and a thick brown belt. He had wild hair
and a wild, bushy beard. His eyes fixed his audience with a fierce gaze. His language was
uncompromising. “The ground of your lives is uneven. The places of your lives are rough!
Malke straight the path of Our Lord!”

It is by no co-incidence that John bore a remarkable resemblance to the great prophet
Elijah, wearing the same clothes Elijah wore. It is no co-incidence that John spoke fiercely
in an uncompromising manner as did Elijah. It is no co-incidence that John baptised at
Bethany over the Jordan where Elijah had ascended to heaven in a fiery chariot.

John was saying, “Look at me, look at me! Like Elijah I have something important to say.
Listen or suffer the consequences! Make straight the path of the Lord!”

In our second reading St Peter reminds us that our Lord will patiently wait until each of us
tear down our mountains and lift up our valleys. In our first reading Isaiah reminds us that
Our Lord will feed us, gather us in his arms, carry us and gently lead us. We are his sheep.
He is our shepherd. He knows us each by name. Our shepherd will climb our mountains
and descend into our valleys, to carry us and lead us to the “new heavens and the new earth,
where righteousness dwells.” Our Shepherd will not let any of his sheep perish.

2,000 years ago John heralded Jesus the Christ, the Son of the Living God, whose sandals
he was not fit to untie. 30 years before then, the stars heralded the birth of Jesus, the
angels sang his glory, the shepherds told all who listen that he was born and the animals
whose manger he shared lowed gently. Creation knelt at the crib of our Lord and Saviour,
marvelling at the miracle of his birth.

Today we who share in the baptism of Jesus the Christ, baptised with the Spirit not just
water, kneel in worship of Our Lord and God, who has taken on our humanity so we may
share in his Divinity. We tear down our mountains and fill in our valleys, making our rough
places level. We make straight the path of Our Lord. Do we?

17
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Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11

40 Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. *Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry

to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the
Lord’s hand double for all her sins. >A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of
the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. *Every valley shall be lifted
up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the
rough places a plain. *Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see
it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”

°Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with
strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah,
“Here is your God!” °See, the Lord GOD comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his
reward is with him, and his recompense before him. "He will feed his flock like a shepherd,;
he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother
sheep.

2 Peter 3:8-14

3 8But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand
years, and a thousand years are like one day. *The Lord is not slow about his promise, as
some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come
to repentance. '°But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will
pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and
everything that is done on it will be disclosed.

"Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be
in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day
of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will
melt with fire? BBut, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new
earth, where righteousness is at home. “Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these
things, strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish.

18
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Mark 1:1-8

1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

?As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way;
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight,””

“John the baptiser appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. *And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptised by him in the river Jordan, confessing
their sins. *Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist,
and he ate locusts and wild honey. "He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is
coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 81 have
baptised you with water; but he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.”

19
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Halfway through Advent - have | missed it?

t's halfway through Advent and I'm not sure what happened. I really wanted to make

this a reflective and calm season, preparing for your birth and pondering how you came

into this world in such a stunningly humble way. But it’s so busy and I'm distracted and
sometimes even short-tempered with those I love the most. Where are you in THAT?

I am discouraged and wish I could start over. But as [ sit here in the rare moment of silence,
I contemplate your birth. In a bed of straw, with the smell of manure everywhere. It’s a mess
in that stable ... and come to think of it, my life is a little messy, too. I suddenly see that it is
not just into the mess of the stable but into my mess that you enter the world.

You came into a humble place and that humility is often where I live my life - feeling
guilty or distracted and wishing I were a better person. But if I stop thinking of myself and
focus on you, I realize that there you are, waiting to love me, even though I have so many
unfulfilled good intentions about prayer, so many desires of how to change this fleeting
Advent season.

I can begin Advent today and make this season deeper by making room in my heart for you.
I can take just a moment before I get out of bed in the morning and feel the empty place in
my life I so often fill with my busy-ness. It is there I need you the most.

Come, Lord Jesus. Come into that dark and lonely spot in my heart. You know what my
needs are more than I do. Let me feel your love. If I only carry that thought with me each
day, it will prepare me for Christmas.

Thank you, Lord. It’s not too late. You are waiting to enter my life today, wherever I let you

in. Help me to open my heart in these remaining days.

20
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3rd Sunday — Advent Year B

r I N wo weeks to go and Christmas will be upon us. Today is Gaudate Sunday which
means rejoicing Sunday. Originally Advent was longer than it now is and was a
time of penance as well as of prayer and preparation. The Church decided we
should have a day off, a day of celebration in the middle of our time of penance.

Some priests will wear pink to highlight the different flavour of this Sunday from the other

Sundays of Advent.

In our first reading from Isaiah we read that, “The Lord God will cause righteousness and
praise to spring up before all nations.” In our second reading from Paul’s first letter to the
Thessalonians we are encouraged to, “Rejoice always, to greet all the brothers and sisters
with a holy kiss.” Very much party mode! We greet each other with a kiss and rejoice as our
Lord God brings righteousness to our world and our lives.

But we have to prepare for this party. There is work to do. We are to “bring good news
to the oppressed, bind up the broken hearted, proclaim liberty to captives and release to
prisoners, to comfort all who mourn.” St Paul exhorts us to “be at peace, encourage the
faint heartened, help the weak, be patient, always seek to do good, pray without ceasing.”
We are preparing to party with the Lord. The “we” is you, me and all of God’s children.

To be ready to party in righteousness we are to feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty,
clothe the naked, visit the lonely and care for the elderly and sick. We are to speak for the
voiceless. Everyone is invited to this party and it is our job to make sure they make it.

John was not a party animal. He was also not the Light, not the Messiah, not Elijah and not
the Prophet (he was a prophet but not the prophet). He told the priests and Levites that

he wasn’t any of those things. Rather he was the voice in the wilderness, the baptiser, the
witness to the light.

Jesus the Christ is the Light. He is the Way, the Truth and the Life. He is the Good
Shepherd. He is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. The party we are preparing for is
in his honour. He is the guest of honour. He is the Host, from whom we receive the gift of
eternal life. Although Jesus came after John in time, he preceded John, he succeeded John
and he raised John from the dead by his death and resurrection.

John told us to get ready for the party to end all parties. Jesus is coming. When he does,
you, me and all his brothers and sisters, our brothers and sisters will celebrate in our
Father’s many roomed home. What a party that will be!
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lsaiah 61:1-2, 10-11

61 The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me; he has sent
me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to
the captives, and release to the prisoners; *to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, and the
day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn.

1T will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed
me with the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a
bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. ' For
as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so
the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.

1 Thessalonians 5:12-28

5 12But we appeal to you, brothers and sisters, to respect those who labour among you, and
have charge of you in the Lord and admonish you; Pesteem them very highly in love because
of their work. Be at peace among yourselves. *And we urge you, beloved, to admonish the
idlers, encourage the faint hearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them. See that
none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all.

6Rejoice always, "pray without ceasing, ®give thanks in all civcumstances; for this is the
will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. *°Do not despise the words of
prophets, 2'but test everything; hold fast to what is good; **abstain from every form of evil.

BMay the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body
be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 2*The one who calls

you is faithful, and he will do this. >’Beloved, pray for us. 2°Greet all the brothers and sisters
with a holy kiss. 2’ solemnly command you by the Lord that this letter be read to all of them.
BThe grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.

John 1:6-8, 19-28

1 ¢There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. "He came as a witness to testify
to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, but he came
to testify to the light.

YThis is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem
Y § Y

to ask him, “Who are you?” 2°He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the

Messiah.” 2! And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are
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you the prophet?” He answered, “No.” 2 Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have
an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” 2*He said, “I am the
voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,”” as the prophet
Isaiah said. **Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. 2> They asked him, “Why then are
you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” 2°John answered
them, “I baptise with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, *’the one who

is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” ®This took place in
Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptising.
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4th Sunday — Advent Year B

t has become customary to send a birthday card congratulating the person who is
marking another year of life, and although Christmas is often referred to as Jesus’
birthday, no one is so naive as to mail cards to him. Rather, believers celebrate the
Christmas event by mailing cards to one another. Upon reflection (and without a nod
to the commercial pressures exerted by the greeting card industry), this seems an appropriate
custom ~ particularly when the cards are genuine in their expression of the true spirit of
the season. The birth of Jesus Christ is the source of our joy; the annual remembrance of
the coming of God into human history gives rise to the mutual greetings we extend. By our
cards and gifts, we are, saying to one another, “Congratulations; we are the people with
whom God has chosen to live!”

Today’s gospel, taken from the Lucan infancy narrative, is a greeting card of sorts, a birth
announcement, addressed to an expectant world. A son is to be born; his name shall

be Jesus. But, unlike contemporary birth announcements, which usually detail only the
physical particulars (weight, length) of the child, and the day and time of the birth, the news
of Jesus’ birth was accompanied by an indication of his purpose and mission in life.

Similar examples of this literary genre can be found in the Hebrew Scriptures (birth
announcements of Isaac, Sampson, Samuel) and in the secular literature of the Greco-
Roman world (e.g. Plutarch’s treatment of Coriolanus). However, Luke’s annunciation of
the birth of Jesus makes it clear that this unique nativity proclamation was far superior

to other stories of its genre. Luke used a similar literary technique in telling of the birth

of Jesus’ precursor, John (Luke 1:5-25); he created two announcements of equal lengths,
which contained the same basic elements. But, as Raymond E. Brown (The Birth of the
Messiah, Image Books, Doubleday, New York: 1979), has explained, Luke’s parallel accounts
underscore the wondrous nature of Jesus’ birth (not born in usual fashion) and the unique
but subordinate position of John.

Whereas Jesus would be “great and Son of the Most High God” (1:32), John was described
as one who would be “great in the sight of the Lord” (1:15). And while John was conceived
of the union of Zechariah and Elizabeth (1:13), Jesus’ birth was attributed by the evangelist
to the power of the Most High (1:35). John’s mission would be to “prepare a people fit for
the Lord” (1:17) but Jesus would be the promised son of David whose rule and kingdom

would never end (1:32-33). What God had pledged to David (first reading), concerning his

everlasting dynasty, was to come to full flower in Jesus’ person and mission.

In the greeting of the angelic messenger, “Rejoice, O, highly favoured daughter! The Lord

is with you” (v. 28), Luke signals to his readers that the era of the messiah is dawning.
Zephaniah (3:14-17) had extended a similar greeting to Israel, daughter of Zion, declaring,
“Yahweh, your king is in your midst!” The prophet and his contemporaries believed that the
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greeting would be fully realized, i.e. God would be truly with the people, when the messiah
finally appeared. By addressing Mary in this manner, the angelic messenger was, in effect,
declaring that the prophecies of Zephaniah and Isaiah (7:14, Immanuel-God-with-us!) were
being fulfilled.

Mary's acceptance of the birth announcement, “I am the maidservant . . . let it be done

to me as you say” (v. 38) casts her in the same light as that of the remnant or poor ones

of Israel (anawim) whose lives were lived in total trust and dependence on God. Mary’s
faith, as described by Luke, makes her realistic and appealing; readers of the gospel are told
that she was “deeply troubled and wondered” at the message revealed to her (1:29). She
questioned (1:34) and at times did not understand (2:50) but, all the while she trusted and
pondered in her heart (2:51) as to her role and the role of her son in God’s saving plan.

From the outset, Luke offers the figure of Mary as a model disciple, i.e. as one who
hears the word of God and makes a conscious decision to live accordingly. Advent
believers need not summon any maudlin sentimentality for her. Mary worked through
the difficulties in her life; despite confusion and without fully comprehending all the
ramifications, she remained committed, in faith. Because of her faith, she had the joy of
knowing where God lives.
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We seek Mary’s intercession

Mary, Virgin and Mother, you who, moved by the Holy Spirit, welcomed the word of life in
the depths of your humble faith: as you gave yourself completely to the Eternal One, help us
to say our own “yes” to the urgent call, as pressing as ever, to proclaim the good news of Jesus.

Filled with Chyrist’s presence, you brought joy to John the Baptist, making him exult in the
womb of his mother. Brimming over with joy, you sang of the great things done by God.
Standing at the foot of the cross with unyielding faith, you received the joyful comfort of the
resurrection, and joined the disciples in awaiting the Spirit so that the evangelising Church
might be born.

Obtain for us now a new ardour born of the resurrection, that we may bring to all the Gospel
of life which triumphs over death. Give us a holy courage to seek new paths, that the gift of
unfading beauty may reach every man and woman.

Virgin of listening and contemplation, Mother of love, Bride of the eternal wedding feast,
pray for the Church, whose pure icon you are, that she may never be closed in on herself or
lose her passion for establishing God’s kingdom.

Star of the new evangelization, help us to bear radiant witness to communion, service, ardent
and generous faith, justice and love of the poor, that the joy of the Gospel may reach to the
ends of the earth, illuminating even the fringes of our world.

Mother of the living Gospel, wellspring of happiness for God’s little ones, pray for us.

Amen. Alleluia!

Pope Francis: Evangelii Gaudium, #288
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2 Samuel 7:1-5, 8-12, 14, 16

[ Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD had given him rest from all
his enemies around him, *the king said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I am living in a
house of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.” *Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all
that you have in mind; for the LORD is with you.” *But that same night the word of the
LORD came to Nathan: *Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you the
one to build me a house to live in? 8Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant David:
Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be
prince over my people Israel; “and I have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off
all your enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like the name of the
great ones of the earth. '°And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them,
so that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall afflict
them no more, as formerly, 'from the time that I appointed judges over my people Israel;
and I will give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the
LORD will make you a house. *When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your
ancestors, | will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and

I will establish his kingdom. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When
he commits iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows inflicted
by human beings. °*Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your
throne shall be established forever.

Romans 16:25-27

16 Now to God who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the proclamation
of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages
2but is now disclosed, and through the prophetic writings is made known to all the Gentiles,
according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith— *"to the
only wise God, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever! Amen.
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Luke 1:26-38

1 %In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called
Nagzareth, *'to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David.
The virgin’s name was Mary. 22And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favoured one! The
Lord is with you.” ¥But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of
greeting this might be. *°The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found
favour with God. *'And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will
name him Jesus. >*He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the
Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. **He will reign over the house of
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” >*Mary said to the angel, “How can
this be, since I am a virgin?” > The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,
and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be
holy; he will be called Son of God. **And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also
conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing
will be impossible with God.” *3Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it
be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.
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Christmas — Midnight Year B

A favourite carol for Midnight Mass begins,

“It came upon a midnight clear
that glorious song of old......
The world in solemn stillness lay

to hear the angels sing.”

Quiet, clear air, crispness, stillness, peace...are images which console and caress us.
God’s zeal for our welfare (Isa 9:7), the appearance of the grace of God (Titus 2:11)
God’s promise of peace (Lk2:14), are assurances of great joy and fullness of life to come.

However, the readings for this liturgy are disturbing in their content, and it is important
that our hunger for certitude and peace does not blind us to the reality that this kingdom
of righteousness is a reality in the now only as we cooperate with the power of God’s Spirit.

(Titus 3:7)

Isaiah 9:2-7

Isaiah the prophet, looks with hope to the leadership of a small nation facing military
invasion and the tensions of diplomatic and political intrigues. The people walking in

the darkness of injustice and oppression will be enlightened and freed by a ruler to come
who will establish justice and peace. But the establishment and continuance of the godly
kingdom by this king, counselor and father, only grows as much as people respond to his
gracious authority. An emphasis in Isaiah is that pride is the great sin: the prophet calls for
true enlightenment and knowledge of the Lord through wise judgment and holy justice.
These are the virtues that take the people out of darkness, and along the road of light.

Titus 2:11-14

The letter to Titus looks towards the establishment of the kingdom also, perhaps
anticipating its coming sooner than later. But however long we wait, we are to accept the
training (knowledge and wisdom) offered to us through the grace of the Spirit. Then comes
the disturbing challenge: we are to renounce one way of life and become self-controlled
and upright. So, in the still of midnight worship, there are hard demands made on us to
respond to Christ who “gave himself for us”.
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Luke 2:1-20

In a world dominated by one of the bloodiest political and military systems in written
history, the people of Palestine were ordered to be registered, that all the world was to be
recorded as owned by Rome. But, a parallel kingdom was being revealed to the world in the
little town of Bethlehem. This was realm of the Savior, the Messiah, whose ownership was
liberating (good news) and fulfilling (great joy) to all people. It’s worthwhile just considering
these contrasting participants in the story: Emperor Augustus, Governor Quirinius of Syria,
with the carpenter, his peasant wife, baby child and, possibly vagrant, shepherds. The two
announcements are also telling us something: a decree that went out from the Emperor that
all should be registered and the angel, saying “do not be afraid...I am bringing good news of
a savior”. There really is no question of which kingdom we must choose, is there?

As we are sent out from midnight Mass, we can treasure these words, praising God for what
we have heard and seen.

Isaiah 9:2-7

9 2The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land

of deep darkness— on them light has shined. *You have multiplied the nation, you have
increased its joy; they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when
dividing plunder. *For the yoke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of
their oppressor, you have broken as on the day of Midian. >For all the boots of the tramping
warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire. *For a child
has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. "His authority shall
grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom.
He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward

and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.

Titus 2:11-14

2 "For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce
impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled,
upright, and godly, Pwhile we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory
of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ. "*He it is who gave himself for us that he might
redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for

good deeds.
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Luke 2:1-14

2 In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be
registered. *This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor

of Syria. 3All went to their own towns to be registered. *Joseph also went from the town

of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was
descended from the house and family of David. >He went to be registered with Mary, to
whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. *“While they were there, the time came
for her to deliver her child. "And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in
bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.

8In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by
night. *Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were terrified. '°But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am
bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 'to you is born this day in the city of
David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord. > This will be a sign for you: you will find

a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” BAnd suddenly there was with
the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, '*“Glory to God in the
highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favours!”
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Prayer before Christmas Dinner

God of all gifts, we thank you for the many ways
you have blessed us this day.

We are grateful for each of those

who are gathered around this table.

We ask you to bless us and our food

and to bless those we love who are not with us today.
In our gratitude and love,
we remember your humble birth into our lives

and pray for those who are without enough to eat.

We remember the stable in which you were born

and pray for those who have no place to live.

We remember your challenging message of caring and giving

and we pray for peace in families and nations throughout the world.

We bless you and give you thanks in your Spirit

who brings our hearts to life on this Christmas Day and forever. Amen.
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The Epiphany of the Lord

ominican Sister Barbara Reid recalls the following experience..."Some years ago at
a gathering of sisters who were discussing the decline in vocations, Jamie T. Phelps,
O.P, posed this question to the predominantly white group: What if I told you
that there were 200 healthy, energetic, faith-filled young women who were ready
to join you tomorrow! Of course heads nodded and smiles revealed the warm welcome they
would be accorded. Sister Jamie queried further: What if I told you the 200 women were
black? The sisters suddenly found themselves struggling with their response as they faced
their own unconscious racism.

The sisters’ experience may not have been far removed from that of the Matthean
community, which was predominantly Jewish, struggling to welcome Gentile believers. This
is the Gospel in which Jesus emphatically warns his disciples, when he sends them out on

mission, not to go anywhere near Gentiles or Samaritans but only to “the lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (10:6).

This is also the community that told the story of the Canaanite woman whom Jesus
rebuffed when she pleaded with him to heal her daughter. He declared that he had been
sent only to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24). Her faithful persistence helped
him to see that his mission could embrace others beyond the borders of his own people.
This openness to other people than Jews reaches a climax at the conclusion of the Gospel,
where the final words of the risen Christ are his instruction to go and make disciples of all
nations (28:19).

This all-inclusive mission of Christ is already foreshadowed in the opening chapters of the
Gospel, where exotic visitors from the East are the first to do homage to Jesus. The term
magi originally referred to a caste of Persian priests. They were not kings themselves but
served their king with skills like interpreting dreams. In the Gospel they also appear to

be adept at interpreting the movement of the stars. Following the star, they are the first
Gentiles to seek and recognize Jesus, offering their precious gifts to him. In so doing, they
foreshadow the way Gentiles will flock to the Christian communities, bearing gifts for
mission.

‘All the readings for today’s feast’, says Barbara Reid, ‘underscore the welcome extended to
all in God’s embrace. Isaiah speaks of how people from every nation will stream toward the
renewed Jerusalem, all bearing their gifts and proclaiming God’s praises. The responsorial
psalm likewise sings of how every nation on earth will adore God’s anointed one. The letter
to the Ephesians emphasizes that the Gentiles are “coheirs, members of the same body

and co-partners in the promise in Christ Jesus through the Gospel” (3:6). There are no
second-class members and no privileges for those who had priority in the faith. All are equal
co-members.
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The very insistence on the equal status of Gentiles, backed up with the assertion that this
has now been revealed to the apostles and prophets by the Spirit, reveals the struggles of the
early Christian communities to make this a reality. The difficulties in welcoming Gentiles
have long ago been overcome, but others still face us today. What welcome is given to
people of different races! Of different socioeconomic strata! To women? To those whose
marital status is irregular? To those of a different sexual orientation? Facing our prejudices
and working to dismantle them is a most difficult task. It can take a lifetime, but it is
possible to do with the help of the Spirit, who continues to reveal the co-partnership of all
in the body of Christ.’
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Isaiah 60:1-6

60 !Arise, shine; for your light has come,

and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.
2For darkness shall cover the earth,

and thick darkness the peoples;

but the LORD will arise upon you,

and his glory will appear over you.

3Nations shall come to your light,

and kings to the brightness of your dawn.

*Lift up your eyes and look around,

they all gather together, they come to you;

your sons shall come from far away,

and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses” arms.
*Then you shall see and be radiant;

your heart shall thrill and rejoice,

because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you,
the wealth of the nations shall come to you.

A multitude of camels shall cover you,

the young camels of Midian and Ephah;

all those from Sheba shall come.

They shall bring gold and frankincense,

and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD.
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Ephesians 3:2-3, 5-6

3 2Surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that was given to me for
you, Jand how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I wrote above in a few
words. °In former generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has
now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit:°that is, the Gentiles have
become fellow-heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus
through the gospel.

Matthew 2:1-12

2 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the
East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, ‘“Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For
we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” *When King Herod
heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; *and calling together all the chief
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.
>They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:

5“And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler
who is to shepherd my people Israel.

”

"Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when
the star had appeared. 8Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search diligently
for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay
him homage.” "When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went
the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.
OWhen they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. ''On entering
the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him
homage. Then, opening their treasurechests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and
myrrh. 2And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own
country by another road.
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A New Beginning,
with a New Relationship with Jesus

etting to get to know Jesus in a new way, at a deeper level is just like getting to

know anyone. We begin by spending more time with a person. We pay attention

to them. We get to know their story more completely. Eventually, we become more

and more curious and more and more fascinated by how the person acts, what
motivates that person, how he or she thinks. Of course, the key here is not only to learn
more about Jesus, but to come to really know him, to experience a relationship.

It is easy to imagine that Jesus knows me. It is more difficult to imagine that [ am in a
relationship with Jesus, and we know each other and there is something special about this
relationship. For example, some of us will get to know Jesus and become really fascinated by
his mother and father and that will shape our sense of who he is and our relationship with
him. Some of us will come to love the way he chooses and interacts with his disciples. Many
of us will learn a great deal about Jesus from how he tells stories and reveals things about
God and about the Kingdom of God. Still others of us will become engaged by how Jesus
interacts with and heals sinners and sick people.

Perhaps we will identify with this or that story which will characterise our particular

relationship with him.
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