The Daily Gospel

Wednesday, December 1, 2004

1st Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 25:6-10

Gospel: Mt 15:29-37

Jesus went to the shore of Lake Galilee, and then went up into the hills where he sat down. Great crowds came to him, bringing the dumb, the blind, the lame, the crippled, and many with other infirmities. The people carried them to the feet of Jesus, and he healed them. All were astonished when they saw the dumb speaking, the lame walking, the crippled healed and the blind able to see; so they glorified the God of Israel.

Jesus called his disciples and said to them, “I am filled with compassion for these people; they have already followed me for three days and now have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away fasting, or they may faint on the way.” His disciples said to him, “And where shall we find enough bread in this wilderness to feed such a crowd?” Jesus said to them, “How many loaves do you have?” They answered, “Seven, and a few small fish.”

So Jesus ordered the people to sit on the ground. Then he took the seven loaves and the small fish and gave thanks to God. He broke them and gave them to his disciples, who distributed them to the peo​ple.

They all ate and were satisfied, and the leftover broken pieces filled seven wicker baskets. 

Commentary

There’s this account of the feeding of 4,000, and in the previous chapter there’s an account of the feeding of 5,000. Were there two separate events, or have we two separate accounts of a single event? This question has been asked times out of number.

St Augustine thought there must have been two separate events, “Wherever anything is done by the Lord, and the accounts of it by any two Evangelists seem irreconcilable, we may understand them as two distinct occurrences, of which one is related by one Evangelist, and one by another.” 

But a modern scholar (McKenzie), noting that the same doublet is found in the earliest gospel (Mk 6:34-44 and 8:1-10), and that in all cases the accounts have Eucharistic overtones, writes, “That this story should have given rise to variant forms so early may indicate that it was very often told; and this in turn suggests that the connection of the story with the Eucharistic rite was present from the beginning.”

It’s easy to imagine this story being told over and over again to a great variety of congregations from the earliest times, as they celebrated the Eucharist. They are our ancestors in the faith. Each time they heard the story (in the version we are reading today) they heard also that the disciples came “bringing the lame, the crippled, the blind, the dumb and many others.” Those early Mass-goers could identify themselves with that. To disabilities previously mentioned Matthew adds a category, “the lame.” God’s ragged family: that’s who we are. 
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Thursday, December 2, 2004

1st Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 26:1-6

Gospel: Mt 7:21, 24-27

Jesus said to his disciples, “Not everyone who says to me: Lord! Lord! will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my heavenly Father.

“So, then, anyone who hears these words of mine and acts accordingly is like a wise man, who built his house on rock. The rain poured, the rivers flooded, and the wind blew and struck that house, but it did not collapse because it was built on rock. But anyone who hears these words of mine and does not act accordingly, is like a fool who built his house on sand. The rain poured, the rivers flooded, and the wind blew and struck that house; it collapsed, and what a terrible fall that was!” 

Commentary

Saying the right thing is not enough. Saying may even be a substitute for doing. Dickens once said, “I hear so much about consciences that I no longer believe in them.” I remember a scene from some novel, where a young man involved himself in very dubious practices, to the consternation of his older brother, who said, “But he took a first class degree in moral philosophy!” 

 “Not everyone who says to me: Lord! Lord! will enter the kingdom of heaven.” But how is this is to be reconciled with the words of St. Paul, “No one can say that Jesus is Lord, but by the Holy Spirit” (1Cor 12:3)? There’s obviously a difference between “just saying” and “really saying.” What does really saying add to just saying? It adds you!—your real mind, your will, yourself. It’s very hard, as we know, to put ourselves fully behind everything we say. For a start, we say so much! There’s often less in our account than the sum total of the words we utter. They use that word in banking too: “to utter a check.” The consequences of uttering a false check are soon felt, but there are so many false words in circulation that it’s often hard to tell true from false. 

Let’s change the metaphor. Our words (particularly abstract words) can become like boxes with false bottoms: no one knows what’s in there, or indeed whether there’s anything at all. 

But the best metaphor is rock and sand. A rock is a single consistent thing, but sand is a billion tiny rocks that have no connection with one another. They are like words that pour away, this way and that, according to the way the wind is blowing. 

Friday, December 3, 2004

1st Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 29:17-24

Gospel: Mt 9:27-31

As Jesus moved on from Capernaum, two blind men followed him, shouting, “Son of David, help us!” When he was about to enter the house, the blind men caught up with him, and Jesus said to them, “Do you believe that I am able to do what you want?” They answered, “Yes, sir!”

Then Jesus touched their eyes and said, “As you have believed, so let it be.” And their eyes were opened. Then Jesus gave them a stern warning, “Be careful and let no one know about this.” But as soon as they went away, they spread the news about him through the whole area. 

Commentary

St. Jerome (347–420 AD) said about this healing, “The miracles that had gone before (raising the official’s daughter to life, and curing the woman with the issue of blood) are now followed by the healing of two blind men, so that what death and disease had witnessed, blindness might witness now.” And he could have added that it is followed by the healing of the dumb demoniac. 

It seems to say that the word of God is able to penetrate all our barriers. In a famous passage in his Confessions, St. Augustine wrote, “You called me; you cried aloud to me; you broke through my barrier of deafness. You shone upon me; your radiance enveloped me; you put my blindness to flight. You shed your fragrance about me; I drew breath and now I gasp for you. I tasted you, and now I hunger and thirst for you. You touched me and I burned for your peace” (Book X, 27). Notice that he uses all five senses. This is normal in Augustine’s writing: he is like an organist who uses the full range of the instrument. 

We are God’s imperfect instruments; many of the reeds and pipes and pallets are broken or missing. But the Lord is working on us: one day, we hope, we will fill the world with God’s praise. 

Saturday, December 4, 2004

1st Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 30:19-21, 23-26

Gospel: Mt 9:35—10:1, 6-8

Jesus went around all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom, and he cured every sickness and disease. When he saw the crowds he was moved with pity, for they were ha​rassed and helpless like sheep without a she​pherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is abundant but the workers are only few. Ask the master of the harvest to send workers to gather his harvest.”

Then he called his twelve disciples to him and gave them authority over the unclean spirits to drive them out and to heal every disease and sickness.

Go instead to the lost sheep of the people of Israel.

“Go and proclaim this message: The kingdom of heaven is near. Heal the sick, bring the dead back to life, cleanse the lepers, and drive out demons. You received this as a gift, so give it as a gift.”

Commentary

When you hear radio advertising in a language you don’t understand, you could be led to believe that the world was coming to an end. Such excitement, such urgency! But when you know the language you realize it’s only about soap powder, or foods that make you lose weight. It’s untruthful, it’s designed to lead you astray. It devalues language and human feeling. There are real urgencies and tragedies and wonders in the world, but the language in which they might be described has been used up by the advertising industry. The house is on fire and there are people everywhere shouting, “This way! This way!” as they direct us into brush-closets or attics. It’s not that we have no shepherds to direct us; it’s that we have millions of them who don’t care what happens to us. 

We are at the mercy of the advertisers when we believe that fulfillment is not to be had in the present but in the future. They exploit our dissatisfaction with life as it is. The promise they hold out to us—that we can be fulfilled in the future—is a false promise. That’s how they can continue year after year, generation after generation. No one was ever fulfilled in the future; if we refuse to live in the present, we are refusing to live—and no product will ever remedy that. 

We are “harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd.” What is surprising, when you think about it, is that these words were first used to describe a tiny 1st-century population, hardly more than a tribe. If they were to see the confusion we are in today! It’s intriguing to think that nearly all the change we see in time is just on the surface, and that human nature doesn’t change very much. It may be our only hope. 
Sunday, December 5, 2004

2nd Sunday of Advent

1st Reading: Is 11:1-10

From the stump of Jesse a shoot will come forth;

from his roots a branch will grow and bear fruit.

The Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him –

a Spirit of wisdom and understanding,

a Spirit of counsel and power,

a Spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.

Not by appearances will he judge,

nor by what is said must he decide,

but with justice he will judge the poor

and with righteousness decide for the meek.

Like a rod, his word will strike the oppressor,

and the breath of his lips slay the wicked.

Justice will be the girdle of his waist,

truth the girdle of his loins.

The wolf will dwell with the lamb,

the leopard will rest beside the kid,

the calf and the lion cub will feed together

and a little child will lead them.

Befriending each other, the cow and the bear

will see their young ones lie down together.

Like cattle, the lion will eat hay.

By the cobra’s den the infant will play.

The child will put his hand into the viper’s lair.

No one will harm or destroy over my holy mountain,

for as water fills the sea

the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the Lord.

On that day the “Root of Jesse” will be raised as a signal for the nations. The people will come in search of him, thus making his dwelling place glorious. 

2nd Reading: Rom 15:4-9
We know that whatever was written in the past was written for our instruction, for both perseverance and comfort given us by the Scripture sus​tain our hope. May ​God, the source of all perseverance and comfort, give to all of you to live in peace in Christ Jesus, that you may be able to praise in one voice God, Father of Christ Jesus, our Lord.

Welcome, then, one another, as Christ welcomed you for the glory of God. Look: Christ put himself at the service of the Jewish world to fulfill the promises made by God to their ancestors; here you see God’s faith​fulness. The pagans instead give thanks to God for his mercy, as Scripture says: Because of that, I will sing and praise your name among the pagans.
Gospel: Mt 3:1-12
In the course of time John the Baptist appeared in the desert of Judea and began to proclaim his message, “Change your ways, the Kingdom of heaven is now at hand!” It was about him that the prophet Isaiah had spoken when he said, A voice is shouting in the desert: prepare a way for the Lord; make his paths straight.
John had a leather garment around his waist and wore a cloak of camel’s hair; his food was locusts and wild honey. People came to him from Jerusalem, from all Judea and from the whole Jordan valley, and they were baptized by him in the Jordan as they confessed their sins.

When he saw several Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he baptized, he said to them, “Brood of vipers! Who told you that you could escape the punishment that is to come? Let it be seen that you are serious in your con​version, and do not think: We have Abraham for our father. I tell you that God can raise children for Abraham from these stones! The axe is already laid to the roots of the trees; any tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown in the fire.

“I baptize you in water for a change of heart, but the one who is coming after me is more powerful than me; indeed I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you in the Holy Spirit and fire. He has the winnowing fan in his hand and he will clear out his threshing floor. He will gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn in everlasting fire.” 

Commentary

Everyone has a little pride, however muted, in their own ancestry. It’s probably a good thing when it’s not carried too far. A “Tidy Towns competition” can do wonders for a country, as we found in Ireland. Within that context of a basic fidelity to the local sanctities, we can even tolerate criticism: it’s all right if it’s from “one of our own.” 

John the Baptist said the most awful things to his own people: he called them “a brood of vipers,” and he said they deserved nothing but destruction. And the people flocked to hear him! He must have been playing by accepted rules. He was their theatre; he was the horror movie of his time. He was even dressed for the part. 

Jesus came from the desert too, but he was much friendlier. He sat down to table with all kinds of people that the locals would call scum. He spoke of mercy and forgiveness and hope. He said that prostitutes would enter the Kingdom of heaven ahead of the pious (Mt 21:31); he praised the faith of people of other religions and none: Samaritans, Roman centurions, the Syro-Phoenician woman…. This was clearly breaking the rules. They wanted their theatre (as we all do) to be safely “out there:” they went “out” to John the Baptist (Lk 7:26). But Jesus came in; he saw them from the inside; he didn’t “play the prophet,” as he was challenged to do (Lk 22:64). He got into their minds; he saw what they were made of. He knew them too well; if their illusions were to live on, he had to die. 

Monday, December 6, 2004

2nd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 35:1-10

Gospel: Lk 5:17-26

One day Jesus was teaching and many Pharisees and teachers of the Law had come from every part of Galilee and Judea and even from Jerusalem. They were sitting there while the power of the Lord was at work to heal the sick. Then some men brought a paralyzed man who lay on his mat. They tried to enter the house to place him before Jesus, but they couldn’t find a way through the crowd. So they went up on the roof and, removing the tiles, they lowered him on his mat into the middle of the crowd, in front of Jesus.

When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man, “My friend, your sins are forgiven.” At once the teachers of the Law and the Pharisees began to wonder, “This man insults God! Who can forgive sins but only God?

But Jesus knew their thoughts and asked them, “Why are you reacting like this? Which is easier to say: ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or: ‘Get up and walk’? Now you shall know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” And Jesus said to the paralyzed man, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” At once the man stood before them. He took up the mat he had been lying on and went home praising God.

Amazement seized the people and they praised God. They were filled with a holy fear and said, “What wonderful things we have seen today!”

Commentary

The Pharisees and teachers of the Law were “sitting there,” the account says; and the paralyzed man was lying on his mat. They were as paralyzed as he: they in their “seat of learning,” he in his bed of pain. Jesus said to him, “Get up!” and he got up and walked. But by the end of the story the Pharisees and teachers of the Law are still seated. Their religion wasn’t such as to enable, or even to allow, anyone to get up and move. The effect of religious teaching, all too often, is to keep people seated—not only that, but seated in judgment. The effect of real religion is to give us “the mind of Christ” (1Cor 2:16): his life’s work, he said, was “to bring good news to the poor… to proclaim release to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free…” (Lk 4:18). 

A Christian who went to study zen in Japan met a zen master who asked her what was moving in her spiritual life. “I dwell a lot recently on the idea of the Kingdom of God,” she replied. Instantly he said, “Show me the Kingdom of God!” You get nowhere by telling a zen master about your ideas (see January 8). That woman became a zen master herself eventually, and she spends much of her time and energy in prison ministry—setting captives inwardly free. That work shows the Kingdom of God.

Tuesday, December 7, 2004

2nd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 40:1-11

Gospel: Mt 18:12-14

Jesus said to his disciples, “What do you think of this? If some​​one has a hundred sheep and one of them strays, won’t he leave the ninety-nine on the hillside, and go to look for the stray one? And I tell you: when he finally finds it, he is more pleased about it than about the ninety-nine that did not get lost. It is the same with your Father in heaven: there they don’t want even one of these little ones to be lost.”

Commentary

This story shows that God doesn’t think in percentages. Compare it with the following, “Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said [to the Sanhedrin], ‘You know nothing at all! You do not understand that it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed’” (Jn 11:49-50). In other words, since it was politically expedient it was all right to put an innocent man to death. Caiaphas was the high priest, but he thought like a politician, an unscrupulous one at that. It should serve for all time as a warning to all priests, high and low. 

A neighbor long ago had twelve children, and when the eldest emigrated to America she was heart-broken. That evening she said to the others through her tears, “It will be easy to count you now!” That’s how mothers think: not in numbers or percentages. That seems to be how God thinks too. 
Wednesday, December 8, 2004

Immaculate Conception of the BVM

1st Reading: Gen 3:9-15, 20

2nd Reading: Eph 1:3-6, 11-12

Gospel: Lk 1:26-38

In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a town of Galilee called Nazareth. He was sent to a young virgin who was betrothed to a man named Joseph, of the family of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary.

The angel came to her and said, “Rejoice, full of grace, the Lord is with you.” Mary was troubled at these words, wondering what this greeting could mean. 
But the angel said, “Do not fear, Mary, for God has looked kindly on you. You shall conceive and bear a son and you shall call him Jesus. He will be great and shall rightly be called Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the kingdom of David, his ancestor; he will rule over the people of Jacob for​​ever and his reign shall have no end.”

Then Mary said to the angel, “How can this be if I am a virgin?” And the angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore, the holy child to be born shall be called Son of God. Even your relative Elizabeth is expecting a son in her old age, although she was unable to have a child, and she is now in her sixth month. With God nothing is impossible.”

Then Mary said, “I am the hand​maid of the Lord, let it be done to me as you have said.” And the angel left her.

Commentary

Christian artists through the centuries have represented the Annunciation more often perhaps than any other theme in the gospels, except the crucifixion of Christ. Today’s feast however (as distinct from the reading) is not about the conception of Jesus in his mother’s womb, but about Mary’s own conception—her having been conceived and born free of original sin. Of course there is no Scriptural text to support this specific doctrine, so the Liturgy uses Luke’s account of the conception of Jesus. This makes sense, because it is only because of Jesus that we say the things we say about Mary. 

Mary—and all women with her—still has much work to do. The great Russian Orthodox theologian, Paul Evdokimov, wrote, “Present-day ecumenism is still strongly marked by a male spirit and is therefore so non-liturgical. It does not sing; it talks and discusses. The conflict erupts at the deeper level where the confessional “We cannot” (non possumus) resounds on every side; it is viewed essentially as a conflict between fidelities to the respective traditions…. No agreement will be reached simply through theological reasoning, but through a praying heart and the Liturgy, through the sacrament of the ecumenical fiat: ‘Here I am; I am the Lord’s servant; as you have spoken, fiat, let it be’ (Lk 1:38)…. To woman belongs the task of correcting the masculine zeal that blunders so frequently, deeper and deeper, into a profanation of the mysteries, to the detriment of the spiritual values” (Woman and the Salvation of the World, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood NY, 1994, p. 223). 
Thursday, December 9, 2004

2nd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 41:13-20

Gospel: Mt 11:11-15

Jesus said to the crowds, “No one greater than John the Baptist has come forward among the sons of women, and yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven is something to be conquered and the unyielding seize it.

Up to the time of John, there was only prophesy: all the prophets and the Law; and if you believe me, John is this Elijah, whose coming was predicted. Let anyone with ears listen!”

Commentary

Jesus said, equivalently, that John the Baptist was the greatest man (or among the greatest) who ever lived. Yet, he added, “the least in the Kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” The expression “the least” is the superlative form of the expression “little one.” “Little ones” is the term used for disciples (see 10:42; 18:6, 10, 14); so “the least” is the least disciple. The greatest man who ever lived thundered judgment, but even the least disciple knows the greater depth and the superior power of love. 

The scholars have found no satisfactory interpretation of the middle part of today’s reading. Enough for us to meditate on the strange paradox that power is ultimately weak, and weakness ultimately powerful. “When I am weak, then I am strong,” wrote St. Paul (2Cor 12:10). Expand it from your own experience: when I fail, I learn more (and more deeply) than when I win; when I am disappointed, I begin to emerge from the fog of my illusions and touch reality; when I stop trying to surpass myself, I discover only then that I have been trying to abandon the child in me who alone will enter the kingdom of heaven….

Friday, December 10, 2004

2nd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 48:17-19

Gospel: Mt 11:16-19

Jesus said to the crowds, “Now, to what can I compare the people of this day? They are like children sitting in the marketplace, about whom their companions complain: ‘We played the flute for you but you would not dance. We sang a funeral-song but you would not cry!’

For John came fasting and peo​ple said: ‘He is possessed.’ Then the Son of Man came, he ate and drank, and people said: ‘Look at this man! A glutton and drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Yet the outcome will prove Wisdom to be right.”

Commentary

Today’s reading indicates that the message of Jesus was not getting through. There was widespread disaffection. The people rejected John because he was too different from them and Jesus because he was too like them. 
It was said of the population of ancient Rome that they were interested only in “bread and circuses.” It’s true of us all. Bread to kill the real ache in the stomach, circuses to set up a fictional ache in the breast. Tolstoy (or was it Dostoyevsky?) used to be very impressed, when he was a child, by the tears his mother shed in the theatre; she must have a really compassionate nature, he thought. But later in his life he remembered the coachman who had to wait outside the theatre in sub-zero temperatures—she had no compassion for the real man, only for the fictional. 

Jesus rejected the temptation to fame (Lk 4:9-12; see February 29). He rejected theatre. And so he was not a success. Pop stars in our own time have to sacrifice their lives to fame: they have to court their fans, knowing that that these same fans could turn on them mercilessly. Yes, the triumphal entry into Jerusalem (Mt 21:6-11) had a touch of theatre about it; and inevitably the crowd that shouted “Hosanna!” were soon shouting “Crucify him!” But the modern interpretation of Jesus as a superstar misses every point that believing Christians know in their very bones. Jesus had no illusions. That’s who he is: the one who has no illusions. 

Saturday, December 11, 2004

2nd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Sir 48:1-4, 9-11

Gospel: Mt 17:10-13

As they were coming down the mountainside, the disciples then asked Jesus, “Why do the teachers of the Law say that Elijah must come first?” And Jesus answered, “So it is: first comes Elijah to set ev​erything as it has to be. But I tell you, Elijah has already come and they did not recognize him, but treated him as they pleased. And they will also make the Son of Man suffer.”
Then the disciples understood that Jesus was referring to John the Baptist.

Commentary

Illusions are soft comfortable things usually. They are cushions against reality. Whoever said that faith was a flight from reality must never have read the psalms or the New Testament. You could have realism coupled with self-indulgence, or with heroic pessimism, or with cynicism…. There are few, probably, who wouldn’t describe themselves as realists. In the Scriptures realism is coupled with faith in God. “They will make the Son of Man suffer.” 

Jesus predicted his suffering, to prepare his disciples for the shock. But otherwise he never talked or complained about it. When you talk about your suffering you are creating a distance between it and you; you are not “suffering” your suffering (“to suffer” originally meant “to allow”). It cannot work its chemistry in you if you don’t let it come near—in fact, nearer than near: you have to become one with it. When you are one with it, there is no distance and therefore no talk. 

When you talk about your suffering, people are usually too polite to change the subject. How boring a subject it is! People have too much suffering of their own, they don’t know what to do with yours. If you said you had a leaking roof they could offer to fix it for you, but what can they do about your suffering if all you can do about it yourself is talk? And behind the talk they can often sense a plea for pity and sympathy; they sense that you are trying to make capital out of it. Instead we have to make a life out of it. 
Sunday, December 12, 2004

3rd Sunday of Advent

1st Reading: Is 35:1-6, 10

Let the wilderness and the arid land rejoice,

the desert be glad and blossom. 
Covered with flowers, it sings and shouts with joy,

adorned with the splendor of Lebanon,

the magnificence of Carmel and Sharon.

They, my people, see the glory of Yahweh,

the majesty of our God.

Give vigor to weary hands

and strength to enfeebled knees.

Say to those who are afraid:

“Have courage, do not fear.

See, your God comes, demanding justice.

He is the God who rewards,

the God who comes to save you.”

Then will the eyes of the blind be opened

and the ears of the deaf unsealed.

Then will the lame leap as a hart

and the tongue of the dumb sing and shout.

For water will break out in the wilderness

and streams gush forth from the desert. 

For the ransomed of Yahweh will return:

with everlasting joy upon their heads,

they will come to Zion singing,

gladness and joy marching with them,

while sorrow and sighing flee away.

2nd Reading: Jas 5:7-10
Be patient then, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. See how the sower waits for the precious fruits of the earth, looking forward patiently to the autumn and spring rains. You also be patient and do not lose heart, because the Lord’s coming is near.

Beloved, do not fight among yourselves and you will not be judged. See, the judge is already at the door. Take for yourselves, as an example of patience, the suffering of the prophets who spoke in the Lord’s name. 

Gospel: Mt 11:2-11
When John the Baptist heard in prison about the activities of Christ, he sent a message by his disciples, asking him: “Are you the one who is to come or should we expect someone else?”

Jesus answered them, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are made clean, the deaf hear, the dead are brought back to life and good news is reaching the poor. And how fortunate is the one who does not take offense at me.”

As the messengers left, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John, “When you went out to the desert, what did you expect to see? A reed swept by the wind? What did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? People who wear fine clothes live in palaces. What did you actually go out to see? A proph​et? Yes, indeed, and even more than a prophet. He is the man of whom Scripture says: I send my messenger ahead of you to prepare the way before you.
“I tell you this: no one greater than John the Baptist has come forward among the sons of women, and yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” 

Commentary

Children dance with expectation; there is nothing at once so joyful and so painful as waiting. The first reading in today’s Liturgy is a perfect example. “Then will the lame leap like a deer and the tongue of the dumb sing and shout”—but alas not yet. 

Then at last comes the fulfillment, which is nearly always a bit of a disappointment. Expectation is steeped in illusion and wishful thinking; it enlarges everything beyond the dimensions of the real. The reality, when it appears, looks smaller than our idea of it. “Blessed is the one who is not scandalized in me,” said Jesus. “Nazareth? Can anything good come from that place?” (Jn 1:46). 

The Christian is sometimes described as “one who is open to the absolute future.” This is good of course—better than when the Church thought it had everything packaged already. There’s a necessary openness to the future: the final description of God in the Bible is “the One who makes all things new” (Rev 21:5). Yet sometimes you wonder if we aren’t being put back into the Old Testament time of waiting. There’s a kind of “futurism” abroad now. Isn’t there any fulfillment already? Hasn’t anything taken place already in Christ? 

Assuredly it has. If not, then the Good News is not Good News but only Good Advice; the world and its future rests entirely on our shoulders—and that has always made for very dour joyless religion. “From gloomy saints,” wrote St. Theresa of Avila, “good Lord deliver us!”

Monday, December 13, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Num 24:2-7, 15-17

Gospel: Mt 21:23-27

Jesus had entered the Temple and was teaching when the chief priests, the teachers of the Law and the Jewish authorities came to him and asked, “What authority have you to act like this? Who gave you authority to do all this?”

Jesus answered them, “I will also ask you a question, only one. And if you give me an answer, then I will tell you by what authority I do these things. When John began to baptize, was it a work of God, or was it merely something human?”

They reasoned out among themselves, “If we reply that it was a work of God, he will say: Why, then, did you not believe him? And if we say: The bap​tism of John was merely something human, beware of the people: since all hold John as a prophet.” So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.”

And Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what right I do these things.”

Commentary

St. Jerome (c. 340–420) wrote, “The Lord could have confuted them…by a simple answer, but He put a question to them of such skilful contrivance, that they must be condemned either by their silence or their knowledge.” And St. John Chrysostom (347–407) added, “Even if He had told them, it would have profited nothing, because the darkened will cannot perceive the things that are of the light. For we ought to instruct the one who inquires; but the one who is only testing we ought to overthrow by a stroke of reasoning, and not to reveal to him the power of the mystery.” 

It’s a very wonderful thing to read the insights of those who lived many centuries before us. We can do so because of the scholarship of countless people through the centuries. We are never alone when we read the Scriptures; they are a sacred heritage passed on to God’s people of every century. It’s sometimes said that we stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before. Often, I think, we only cling to their coat-tails. I love to quote them, because it makes clear that we stand in an ancient tradition and the insights of all the ages are ours to have, as far as we are capable of them. T.S. Eliot wrote, “There never was a time, I believe, when those who read at all read so many more books by living authors than books by dead authors; there never was a time so completely parochial, so shut off from the past.”

Tuesday, December 14, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Zep 3:1-2, 9-13

Gospel: Mt 21:28-32

Jesus went on to say, “What do you think of this? A man had two sons. He went to the first and said to him: ‘Son, today go and work in my vineyard.’ And the son answered: ‘I don’t want to.’ But later he thought better of it and went. Then the father went to the second and gave him the same command. This son replied: ‘I will go, sir,’ but he did not go.

Which of the two did what the father wanted?” They answered, “The first.” And Jesus said to them, “Truly, I say to you: the publicans and the prostitutes are ahead of you on the way to the kingdom of heaven. For John came to show you the way of goodness but you did not believe him, yet the publicans and the prostitutes did. You were witnesses of this, but you neither repented nor believed him.”

Commentary

 “No” comes easy. It’s always there, ready to come out. When I say “No” I feel I really exist: I’m set off against you, against what’s happening, against just about everything. Many reactions—hate, anger, fear—distil down to No. The ego itself is made of No. Small children at a certain stage take to saying No; it’s their first assertion of the self, the beginning of their independence. It’s a recoil, a turning in; somehow they look smaller when they are saying No. Every one of us indeed: I become a small hard ball when I say No. (I’m not denying that there are times to say No; I’m talking only about that reactionary No.)

Then there’s something worse than No. There’s a pretended Yes. No goes so far that it can’t live with itself any more, and it becomes capable of turning into a real Yes. But a pretended Yes only blocks the path. A nominal believer is in a worse position than an unbeliever. 

When you say a real Yes you are moving towards people, towards God, towards things; you are expanding. This may sound too easy, but there is nothing easy about Yes.


I thank You God for most this amazing day: 


for the leaping greenly spirits of trees


and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything


which is natural which is infinite which is yes (E.E. Cummings)

Wednesday, December 15, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 45:6-8, 18, 21-25

Gospel: Lk 7:18-23

The disciples of John gave him all this news. So he called two of them and sent them to the Lord with this message, “Are you the one we are expecting, or should we wait for another?” These men came to Jesus and said, “John the Baptist sent us to ask you: Are you the one we are to expect, or should we wait for another?”

At that time Jesus healed many people of their sicknesses or diseases; he freed them from evil spirits and he gave sight to the blind. Then he answered the messengers, “Go back and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind see again, the lame walk, lepers are made clean, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the poor are given good news. Now, listen: Fortunate are those who encounter me, but not for their downfall.”

Commentary

Since earliest times commentators have puzzled over John the Baptist’s doubt. Had he really come to doubt Jesus? And if so, why? He was a tempestuous man; was Jesus moving too slowly for him? Or did the gloom of the dungeon affect his mind? Was it himself that he doubted? Did he share the feelings of Jeremiah, “Woe is me, my mother, for you have borne me to be a man of strife and of dissension for all the land” (Jer 15:10)? I’m sure prophets ought to doubt themselves. If they haven’t faced their own illusions and limitations what could they possibly have to say to us about God? And when one is in the pits of self-doubt it’s hard to distinguish self-doubt from doubt about God and Jesus and everything. Somehow this mood of doubt that seems to have overcome John makes him more human. He needed softening. When he was yelling at the people he had no doubts about anything.

In the days before microphones, preachers had to project their voices very great force, and pause every few words for the echo to subside. It’s impossible to sound other than dogmatic when you talk like that. But perhaps the more telling proclamation of the word was quietly in the ear of prisoners and penitents, the lonely and discouraged, the overworked, the fearful and the dying. If John had had an opportunity to preach again, there would have been a different quality, I think. His presence would have been much more like that of Jesus. 
Thursday, December 16, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 54:1-10

Gospel: Lk 7:24-30

When John’s messengers had gone, Jesus began speaking to the people about John. And he said, “What did you want to see when you went to the desert? A tall reed blowing in the wind? What was there to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? But people who wear fine clothes and enjoy delicate food are found in palaces. What did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. For John is the one foretold in Scripture in these words: I am sending my messenger ahead of you to prepare your ways. No one may be found greater than John among those born of women but, I tell you, the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.

All the people listening to him, even the tax collectors, had acknowledged the will of God in receiving the baptism of John, whereas the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law, in not letting them​selves be baptized by him, ignored the will of God.

Commentary

Johann Tauler (1300-1361) wrote, “St. John wrote of [John the Baptist] that he was a witness to the light…. What higher praise could we give to this Saint than to call him “a witness to the light?” This light sheds its rays into the innermost and furthest depths of our souls, teaching us stability and strength. When we have received this witness we become immovable, like a mountain of iron, instead of being swayed to and fro like a reed…. 

Our Lord also said, ‘He is more than a prophet,’ that is, there are depths in us which reason cannot touch, where in the light we see light—that is, in an inward light, the light of grace…. This comes to us first in a hidden manner, for our faculties cannot come within a thousand miles of these depths of our soul. The knowledge which instructs us in these depths has neither image nor form nor manner; it has no parts which can be separately recognized; it is an unfathomable abyss, not to be limited, not to be plumbed, ebbing and flowing like the sea. As we sink into it, it may seem empty and dry; yet in a moment it may well up and overflow as if it would engulf all things. We sink into this abyss, and in it is God’s true dwelling place, more than in heaven or in all His creatures. Those who could find their way here would truly find God here, and would find themselves at one with God, for God never leaves this abyss. God would be present to them, and here they would apprehend and delight in eternity, for here there is neither past nor future. There is no created light which can reach these depths or illumine them; for this is nothing else than God’s dwelling, God’s own place.”

Friday, December 17, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Gen 49:2, 8-10

Gospel: Mt 1:1-17

This is the account of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham. 

Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers.

Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah (their mother was Tamar), Perez was the father of Hezron, and Hezron of Aram. Aram was the father of Amina​dab, Aminadab of Nahshon, Nahshon of Sal​mon.

Salmon was the father of Boaz. His mother was Rahab. Boaz was the father of Obed. His mother was Ruth. Obed was the father of Jesse.

Jesse was the father of David, the king. David was the father of Solomon. His mother had been Uriah’s wife.

Solomon was the father of Re​ho​​boam. Then came the kings: Abi​jah, Asaph, Jehoshaphat, Joram, Uz​ziah, Jo​​tham, Ahaz, Hezekiah, Ma​​​nas​seh, Amon, Josiah.

Josiah was the father of Jechoniah and his brothers at the time of the deportation to Babylon.

After the deportation to Babylon Jechoniah was the father of Salathiel and Salathiel of Zerubbabel.

Zerubbabel was the father of Abi​ud, Abiud of Eliakim, and El​ia​kim of Azor. Azor was the father of Za​dok, Za​dok the father of Akim, and Akim the father of Eliud. Eliud was the father of Eleazar, Eleazar of Matthan, and Matthan of Jacob.

Jacob was the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, and from her came Jesus who is called the Christ ​– the Messiah.

There were then fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, and fourteen generations from David to the deportation to Babylon, and fourteen generations from the deport​ation to Babylon to the birth of Christ. 

Commentary

One of my early memories is of my parents endlessly “tracing relations” in the long winter evenings around the fire. I ought to know the genealogy of every family for twenty miles around. No subject carries more interest for the insider, nor more boredom for the outsider. That shows that it’s an intimate subject. 

Today’s reading is a genealogy. The strangeness of the names and the people in it should put it well beyond our interest. But in the end it is about Jesus, and that makes it an intimate subject somehow. It’s not to be taken as history. It has an almost mathematical abstraction. There are three sections of fourteen names each. Matthew often uses the number 7, symbolizing completion. So it simplifies down to 3x14 = 3x2x7 = 6x7. Jesus then would be the first name in a seventh group of seven. At least that’s someone’s interpretation. 

The names have a great deal of shock-value. All human life is there: murder, treachery, incest, adultery, prostitution…. In the first list of fourteen names there are three women, an unusual feature: Tamar, Rahab and Ruth. Tamar gave birth to twins by her father-in-law; Rahab was a prostitute, and Ruth was a Moabite, a foreigner. In the second list of fourteen, there’s another woman, Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite. King David observed her bathing from the roof of his house, and invited her in and seduced her; then he had her husband killed, so that he could marry her. At the end of the third section a fifth woman is mentioned: Mary the mother of Jesus. It is an unedifying litany of names that leads us to Mary and Jesus. This is the world they entered. Nothing in the Scriptures encourages us to look at it with rose-colored spectacles. 

Saturday, December 18, 2004

3rd Week of Advent

1st Reading: Jer 23:5-8

Gospel: Mt 1:18-24

This is how Jesus Christ was born. Mary his mother had been given to Joseph in marriage but before they lived together, she was found to be preg​nant through the Holy Spirit.

Then Joseph, her husband, made plans to divorce her in all secrecy. He was an upright man, and in no way did he want to discredit her.

While he was pondering over this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife. She has conceived by the Holy Spirit, and now she will bear a son. You shall call him ‘Jesus’ for he will save his people from their sins.”

All this happened in order to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: The virgin will conceive and bear a son, and he will be called Emmanuel which means: God-with-us. When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had told him to do and he took his wife to his home. 

Commentary

Christmas is now upon us—the season in which we celebrate the Savior’s birth. But December 25th was almost certainly not the date of his birth! That date was not fixed on till the year 440. I remember being severely hassled on this point by a Jehovah’s Witness. To him it summed up the tissue of lies that he took the Catholic Church to be. Would it affect your faith if you heard that Jesus was born in the middle of August, for instance, or at the end of February…? Would it at least ruin your Christmas? Of course symbolically it was a wonderful choice of date: at the dead of the year when days are shortest and the sun seems to be abandoning the world, we celebrate the feast of the Unconquered Sun, the new Light, Christ, born into a despairing world. 

It would shock that young Witness too, probably, to hear that scholars are not even sure of the year of Christ’s birth. But one thing is sure: he was not born in the year 0, because there was no such year! (1 B.C. was followed immediately by 1 A.D.) His birth is usually put at 3 or 4 B.C., though some put it earlier. 

Christmas festivals, generally observed by Christians since the 4th century, incorporate pagan customs, such as the use of holly, mistletoe, Yule logs, and so on…. Many other things that we might have imagined deriving from Bethlehem itself are of much more recent origin. The Christmas tree is derived from the so-called paradise tree, symbolizing Eden, of German mystery plays. Our poor world offers him whatever it has. No problem! 

Sunday, December 19, 2004

4th Sunday of Advent

1st Reading: Is 7:10-14
Once again Yahweh addressed Ahaz, “Ask for a sign from Yahweh your God, let it come either from the deepest depths or from the heights of heaven.”

But Ahaz answered, “I will not ask, I will not put Yahweh to the test.”

Then Isaiah said, “Now listen, descendants of David. Have you not been satisfied trying the patience of people, that you also try the patience of my God? Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign:

The Virgin is with child and bears a son and calls his name Immanuel.”
2nd Reading: Rom 1:1-7
From Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, an apostle called and set apart for God’s Good News, the very promises he foretold through his prophets in the sacred Scriptures, regarding his Son, who was born in the flesh a descendant of David, and has been recognized as the Son of God endowed with Power, upon rising from the dead through the Holy Spirit.

Through him, Jesus Christ, our Lord, and for the sake of his Name, we received grace and mission in all the nations, for them to accept the faith.

All of you, the elected of Christ, are part of them, you, the beloved of God in Rome, called to be holy: May God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ, give you grace and peace. 

Gospel: Mt 1:18-24
This is how Jesus Christ was born. Mary his mother had been given to Joseph in marriage but before they lived together, she was found to be preg​nant through the Holy Spirit.

Then Joseph, her husband, made plans to divorce her in all secrecy. He was an upright man, and in no way did he want to discredit her.

While he was pondering over this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife. She has conceived by the Holy Spirit, and now she will bear a son. You shall call him ‘Jesus’ for he will save his people from their sins.”

All this happened in order to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: The virgin will conceive and bear a son, and he will be called Emmanuel which means: God-with-us. angel of the Lord had told him to do and he took his wife to his home. So she gave birth to a son and he had not had marital relations with her. Joseph gave him the name of Jesus.

Commentary 

Today’s reading is the same as yesterdays, so let’s continue our story.

Dutch settlers in America had brought with them the custom of celebrating St. Nicholas’ Day on December 6, and especially St. Nicholas’ Eve, when gifts were given to children, of whom the saint was patron. British settlers there took over the tradition as part of their own Christmas Eve celebration. The English name of the legendary jolly, red-garbed man who delivers presents to good children at Christmas, Santa Claus, is derived from the name “St. Nicholas” (say it fast and it turns into Santa Claus). 

If any of that information disappoints you, let me assure you that our faith doesn’t rest on dates or customs or folklore, but on the simple accounts of the life and death of Jesus that the gospels give us. It is true that St. Luke takes care to show that the events he is recounting are located in history. It is secular, publicly verifiable history, not mythical time (see Lk 3:1). It is enough to know that the Word became flesh in human history; we don’t need to put exact numbers on it. 

Celebrating the birth of Jesus at the winter solstice has immense symbolic meaning, however, as I mentioned yesterday; and that is why the date was chosen in the first place. The Sun is returning to us!—the surprise of Newgrange, experienced there since 3,200 B.C. But symbolically it is the surprise of the Incarnation: the Light has come into a dark world…. “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” (Jn 1:14). 

Monday, December 20, 2004

4th Week of Advent

1st Reading: Is 7:10-14

Gospel: Lk 1:26-38

In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a town of Galilee called Nazareth. He was sent to a young virgin who was betrothed to a man named Joseph, of the family of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary.

The angel came to her and said, ‘Rejoice full of grace, the Lord is with you.” Mary was troubled at these words, wondering what this greeting could mean.

But the angel said, “Do not fear, Mary, for God has looked kindly on you. You shall conceive and bear a son and you shall call him Jesus. He will be great and shall rightly be called Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the kingdom of David, his ancestor; he will rule over the people of Jacob forever and his reign shall have no end.

Then Mary said to the angel, “How can this be if I am a virgin?” And the angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore, the holy child to be born shall be called Son of God. Even your relative Elizabeth is expecting a son in her old age, although she was unable to have a child, and she is now in her sixth month. With God nothing is impossible.”

Then Mary said, “I am the handmaid of the Lord, let it be done to me as you have said.” And the angel left her.

Commentary

Meister Eckhart had a great gift of removing names and labels from familiar things and allowing them to be mysterious again. Let’s hear something from him on this familiar reading. 

“If anyone were to ask me, Why do we pray, why do we fast, why do we do all our works, why are we baptized, why (most important of all) did God become incarnate?—I would answer, in order that God may be born in the soul and the soul be born in God. For that reason all the scriptures were written, for that reason God created the world and all angelic natures: so that God may be born in the soul and the soul be born in God….

‘The angel was called Gabriel’…. He was no more called Gabriel than Conrad…. ‘Carpenter’ is not a man’s name, but his name is taken from the work of which he is a master. The angel took the name ‘Gabriel’ from the work of which he was a messenger, for ‘Gabriel’ means ‘power of God’…. No one can know an angel’s name. No master and no understanding ever got to where an angel received his name: perhaps he is nameless….


The soul, too, has no name. Just as no one can find a true name for God, so none can find the soul’s true name, although mighty tomes have been written about this. But she is given a name according as she has a regard to her activity. 

In this birth God works powerfully or exerts power…. In God there is plenitude of power, therefore in his birth he produces his like. All that God is in power, truth and wisdom, he bears altogether in the soul.” 
Tuesday, December 21, 2004

4th Week of Advent

1st Reading: Zep 3:14-18

Gospel: Lk 1:39-45

Mary then set out for a town in the Hills of Judah. She entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leapt in her womb. Elizabeth was filled with holy spirit, and giving a loud cry, said, “You are most blessed among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb! How is it that the mother of my Lord comes to me? The moment your greeting sounded in my ears, the baby within me suddenly leapt for joy. Blessed are you who be​lieved that the Lord’s word would come true!”

Commentary

A previous commentator remarked that it was a woman, Elizabeth, who gave Jesus this first public recognition; as later it was to be a woman, Mary Magdalene, who would bring first news of his resurrection. 

The scene is the Visitation. Two women, one young and one old, sharing the inexpressible knowledge of new life within them…. 


The birth of a child is an uncontrollable glory;


Cat’s cradle of hopes will hold no living baby,


Long though it lay quietly.


And when our baby stirs and struggles to be born


It compels humility: what we began 


Is now its own.
 

 




(Ann Ridler)


They were the mothers of John the Baptist and Jesus. One was too old for much turmoil, the other too young. But what a revolution they harbored! 

Wednesday, December 22, 2004

4th Week of Advent

1st Reading: 1 S 1:24-28

Gospel: Lk 1:46-56

And Mary said:

 “My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, my spirit exults in God my savior!

“He has looked upon his servant in her lowliness, and people forever will call me blessed.

“The Mighty One has done great things for me, Holy is his Name!

“From age to age his mercy extends to those who live in his presence.

“He has acted with power and done wonders, and scattered the proud with their plans.

“He has put down the mighty from their thrones and lifted up those who are downtrodden.

“He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.

“He held out his hand to Israel, his servant, for he remembered his mercy, even as he promised our fathers, Abraham and his descendants forever.”

       Mary remained with Elizabeth about three months and then returned home.

Commentary

Put down the mighty from their thrones and lift up the downtrodden! This is the war-cry of revolution. Revolution doesn’t mean a change of fashion, it means a violent upheaval in society. Or as Mao Tse-tung wrote in 1927, “A revolution is not the same as inviting people to dinner, or writing an essay, or painting a picture....A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another.” 

What have those two gentle women, Mary and Elizabeth, in common with Mao Tse-tung, one of the world’s most heartless dictators? Revolution! But surely not violence? Yes, violence too; that’s the most obvious thing in both revolutions. The difference is that Mao inflicted violence on hundreds of millions of people, while John the Baptist and Jesus endured violence. And countless Christians have endured it through the centuries. Strangely, this kind of revolution goes on forever, while the other burns itself out in a few generations, or even sooner. The most radical revolutionary becomes a conservative on the day after the revolution—and more than a conservative, a dictator. 

I misquoted the Magnificat at the beginning. Mary did not say, “Put down the mighty…” but “God has put down the mighty….” That is the greatest difference between the two revolutions. The number one disciple, Peter, had chosen the way of violence, he was already using his sword, when Jesus said, “Put your sword back into its scabbard” (Jn 18:11). 

Thursday, December 23, 2004

4th Week of Advent

1st Reading: Mal 3:1-4, 23-24

Gospel: Lk 1:57-66

When the time came for Elizabeth, she gave birth to a son. Her neighbors and relatives heard that the merciful Lord had done a wonderful thing for her and they rejoiced with her.

When on the eighth day they came to attend the circumcision of the child, they wanted to name him Zechariah after his father. But his mother said, “Not so; he shall be called John.” They said to her, “No one in your family has that name”; and they asked the father by means of signs for the name he wanted to give. Zecha​riah asked for a writing tablet and wrote on it, “His name is John,” and they were very surprised. Immediately Zecha​riah could speak again and his first words were in praise of God.

     A holy fear came on all in the neighborhood, and throughout the Hills of Judea the people talked about these events. All who heard of it pondered in their minds and wondered, “What will this child be?” For they understood that the hand of the Lord was with him.

Commentary

Someone said that the statistical chances of being born a human being are about the same as the chances of a single grain of sand on the shore being picked up. Our birth in human form is a mystery that surpasses all calculations of chance. John the Baptist’s birth was just a little different from others, but no different in respect of the call to life itself. The people were gripped by “a holy fear.” This was not a craven fear but a deep reverence in face of the sacred. 

Many human beings set the value of life at close to nothing. In a very poor country a friend said to me, “Here everything is cheap, including life.” We had just seen several people leap to their deaths from a burning building, and the sight didn’t upset her in the least. “You people,” she said, “are far too attached to life!” 

What do you think? Few enough have what the Christian tradition calls detachment. This is the essential movement beyond the ego, to a life of selfless service to others. But what she said, I fear, though she was a Christian, boils down to holding human life in contempt. We do that too, all too often, but at least we don’t call it a virtue. 

The child born in today’s reading was, in Jesus’ judgment, the greatest man who ever lived. I want to say something strange now: isn’t everyone? If you keep you eye on one person—if you don’t compare—that person is the greatest who ever lived.

Friday, December 24, 2004

4th Week of Advent

1st Reading: 2 S 7:1-5, 8-11, 16

Gospel: Lk 1:67-79

Zechariah, filled with holy spirit, sang this canticle,

 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,

for he has come and redeemed his people. 
He has raised up for us a victorious Savior 

in the house of David his servant,

as he promised through his prophets of old,

salvation from our enemies

and from the hand of our foes.

He has shown mercy to our fathers 

and remembered his holy covenant, 

the oath he swore to Abraham, our father,

to deliver us from the enemy,

that we might serve him fearlessly

as a holy and righteous people

all the days of our lives.
And you, my child,

shall be called prophet of the Most High,

for you shall go before the Lord

to prepare the way for him

and enable his people to know of their salvation

when he comes to forgive their sins.

This is the work of the mercy of our God,

who comes from on high as a rising sun

shining on those who live in darkness

and in the shadow of death,

and guiding our feet into the way of peace.”

Commentary

Zechariah’s great canticle is a song of praise. How refreshing an atmosphere praise creates! And there is no violence just behind his praise, as there often is in the Psalms: the Psalm that begins so beautifully, “Sing a new song to the Lord,” says, ten lines later, “Let the praise of God be on their lips and a two-edged sword in their hand to deal out vengeance to the nations….” But in Zechariah there is none of this. There’s no second side to him. He’s the right one to lead us to the crib of the Prince of Peace. 

Why not compose your own Benedictus canticle this evening?—a whole-hearted expression of praise and thanks for all that has been: for God’s providence over your life and your family; for the grace of Christ living in you; for the gift of perseverance; for having been guided into the Way of Peace. 

Saturday, December 25, 2004

Christmas Day

1st Reading: Is 52:7-10

2nd Reading: Heb 1:1-6

Gospel: Jn 1:1-18

In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God and the Word was God; he was in the beginning with God.

All things were made through him and without him nothing came to be. Whatever has come to be, found life in him, life which for humans was also light. Light that shines in the dark: light that darkness could not overcome. A man came, sent by God; his name was John. He came to bear witness, as a witness to introduce the Light so that all might believe through him. He was not the Light but a witness to introduce the Light.

For the Light was coming into the world, the true Light that enlightens everyone. He was already in the world and through him the world was made, the very world that did not know him. He came to his own, yet his own people did not receive him; but all who have received him he empowers to become children of God for they believe in his Name.

These are born, but without seed or carnal desire or will of man: they are born of God. And the Word was made flesh; he had his tent pitched among us, and we have seen his Glory, the Glory of the only Son coming from the Father: fullness of truth and loving-kindness.

John bore witness to him open​ly, saying: This is the one who comes after me, but he is already ahead of me for he was before me.

From his fullness we have all re​ceived, favor upon favor. For God had given us the Law through Moses, but Truth and Loving-kindness came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God-the-Only-Son made him known: the one who is in and with the Fa​ther.

Commentary

My friends’ little daughter said to me, “You’re the only priest we know by heart.” I walked a little above the ground for the rest of the day! Children are poets, and it reminded me of a poem by Alice Meynell, a suitable one to put before you on this blessed day. The connection is in the last line. 

UNTO US A SON IS GIVEN

Given, not lent,

And not withdrawn—once sent,

This Infant of mankind, this One,

Is still the little welcome Son.

New every year,

New born and newly dear,

He comes with tidings and a song,

The ages long, the ages long;

Even as the cold

Keen winter grows not old,

As childhood is so fresh, foreseen,

And spring in the familiar green.

Sudden as sweet

Come the unexpected feet.

All joy is young, and new all art,

And He, too, whom we have by heart. 



(Alice Meynell, 1847 – 1922)

Sunday, December 26, 2004

Holy Family

1st Reading: Sir 3:2-6, 12-14

For the Lord established that children should respect their father; he confirmed the right of the mother over her sons.

Whoever honors his father atones for his sins; he who gives glory to his mother prepares a treasure for himself. 

Whoever honors his father will receive joy from his own children and will be heard when he prays.

Whoever glorifies his father will have a long life. Who​ever obeys the Lord gives com​​fort to his mother. 

My son, take care of your father in his old age, do not cause him sorrow as long as he lives.

Even if he has lost his mind, have patience; do not be disrespectful to him while you are in full health.

For kindness done to one’s father will never be forgotten, it will serve as reparation for your sins. 

2nd Reading: Col 3:12-21
Clothe yourselves, then, as is fitting for God’s chosen people, holy and beloved of him. Put on compassion, kindness, humility, meek​ness and patience to bear with one another and forgive whenever there is any occasion to do so. As the Lord has forgiven you, forgive one an​other. Above all, clothe yourselves with love which binds everything together in perfect harmony. May the peace of Christ overflow in your hearts; for this end you were called to be one body. And be thankful.

Let the word of God dwell in you in all its richness. Teach and admonish one another with words of wisdom. With thankful hearts sing to God psalms, hymns and spontaneous praise. And whatever you do or say, do it in the Name of Jesus, the Lord, giving thanks to God the Father through him.

Wives, submit yourselves to your husbands, as you should do in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives and do not get angry with them. Children, obey your parents in everything, because that pleases the Lord. Parents, do not be too demanding of your children, lest they become discouraged. 

Gospel: Mt 2:13-15, 19-23
After the wise men had left, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and flee to Egypt, and stay there until I tell you for Herod will soon be looking for the child in order to kill him.”

Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and left that night for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. In this way, what the Lord had said through the prophet was fulfilled: I called my son out of Egypt.

After Herod’s death, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go back to the land of Israel, because those who tried to kill the child are dead.” So Joseph got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.

But when Joseph heard that Archilaus had succeeded his father Herod as king of Judea, he was afraid to go there. He was given further instructions in a dream, and went to the region of Galilee.

There he settled in a town called Nazareth. In this way what was said by the prophets was fulfilled: He shall be called a Nazorean.

Commentary

We met François Mauriac on June 14. Here he is back to us for a Christmas visit. 

“The open door through which, on the paternal side, a torrent of heredities submerges us, opens for this child upon infinite Being: upon the Father. From this source he inherits an ocean of divinity while we sinners reap the hidden passions of the dead of our race: a sinister torchlight procession in which each man leaves after him the torches that will consume his descendants and whose flames will end by setting fire to a world vowed to murder and to abominable vices. O Lord who has escaped this heritage under which we groan and weep… have mercy upon the madness of those who sometimes awaken in an abyss into which they fell long before their birth. To be near you I will become a child. There is neither death nor old age for those who love you….”

Monday, December 27, 2004

John, Apostle and Evangelist

1st Reading: 1 Jn 1:1-4

Gospel: Jn 20:2-8

On the first day of the week, Mary of Magdala ran to Peter and the other disciple whom Jesus loved. And she said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we don’t know where they have laid him.”

Peter then set out with the other dis​ciple to go to the tomb. They ran to​gether but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent down and saw the linen cloths lying flat, but he did not enter.

Then Simon Peter came following him and entered the tomb; he, too, saw the linen cloths lying flat. The napkin, which had been around his head was not lying flat like the other linen cloths but lay rolled up in its place. Then the other disciple who had reached the tomb first also went in; he saw and believed. 

Commentary

In art St. John is represented by an eagle, because (as St. Augustine said) no one soared so near heaven as he did. Still, he had his feet on the ground too. It was he who showed us, rather than the institution of the Eucharist, Jesus washing the disciples’ feet at the Last Supper and saying (equivalently), “Do this in memory of me.” The most down-to-earth service of one another, it seems, is like another Eucharist—certainly a communion. As Eckhart put it, “Heaven can only work in the ground of the earth.” 

He became a disciple first of John the Baptist and then of Jesus, who called him to be an apostle and nicknamed him and his brother James “Boanerges,” “sons of thunder” (Mk 3:17). John, together with James and Peter, made up the inner group of disciples who were with Jesus on the heights and in the depths: they witnessed his Transfiguration and were present in Gethsemane. Next to Peter, John was the most active of the apostles in organizing the early church in Palestine and, later, throughout Asia Minor. According to tradition, during a period of persecution of Christians by the Romans, John was banished to Patmos, where he wrote the Book of Revelation. Later he is said to have gone to Ephesus, where he wrote three Epistles and the fourth Gospel.

The prologue to that gospel begins with the language of sublimity, but soon we hear the heart-swelling words, “The Word was made flesh and lived among us, and we saw his glory….”

Tuesday, December 28, 2004

The Holy Innocents, Martyrs

1st Reading: 1 Jn 1:5—2:2

Gospel: Mt 2:13-18

After the wise men had left, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and flee to Egypt, and stay there until I tell you for Herod will soon be looking for the child in order to kill him.”

Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and left that night for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. In this way, what the Lord had said through the prophet was fulfilled: I called my son out of Egypt.
When Herod found out that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was furious. He gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its neighborhood who were two years old or under. This was done in line with what he had learned from the wise men about the time when the star appeared.

In this way, what the prophet Jeremiah had said was fulfilled: A cry is heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation: Rachel weeps for her children. She refuses to be comforted, for they are no more.

Commentary

This reading is a series of echoes of earlier events in Jewish history and echoes of Jewish Scriptures. Jesus is represented as re-enacting in his own life the career of Israel, for he is the new Israel. 

The mention of Bethlehem suggests messiahship, the mention of Ramah recalls the Babylonian exile, and the mention of Egypt recalls the Exodus. There was a belief that the messiah would come from Bethlehem, because this was the place of origin of the line of David. Ramah, a town about five miles north of Jerusalem, was the place where those to be exiled were gathered for deportation to Babylon (Jer 40:1). The references are particularly clear and sustained in the case of Egypt. Once again there is in Egypt a “Joseph” who is instrumental in liberating his people. Herod is seeking to destroy the child Jesus, just as Pharaoh sought to kill the child Moses (Ex 2:15). Herod gives order to kill the male children just as Pharaoh had ordered the slaughter of the male children of the Israelites (Ex 1:15). “I called my son out of Egypt” (verse 15) reads in full, “When Israel was a child I loved him, and I called my son out of Egypt.” This makes it very clear that Jesus represents Israel: the people, or rather the new Israel, the new chosen people of God. When we lose sight of the symbolic background of a passage in the Scriptures we are bound to falsify it. The New Testament is a love story, and everything in it is about Jesus—even when it appears to be about others. 

Wenesday, December 29, 2004

5th Day in the Octave of Christmas

1st Reading: 1 Jn 2:3-11

Gospel: Lk 2:22-35

When the day came for the purification according to the law of Moses, they brought the baby up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord, as it is written in the law of the Lord: Every firstborn male shall be consecrated to God. And they offered a sacrifice as ordered in the law of the Lord: a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.
There lived in Jerusalem at this time a very upright and devout man named Simeon; the Holy Spirit was in him. He looked forward to the time when the Lord would comfort Israel, and he had been assured by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before seeing the Messiah of the Lord. So he was led into the Temple by the Holy Spirit at the time the parents brought the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the Law.

Simeon took the child in his arms and blessed God, saying,

“Now, O Lord, you can dismiss

your servant in peace,

for you have fulfilled your word

and my eyes have seen your salvation,

which you display for all the people to see.

Here is the light you will reveal to the nations

and the glory of your people Israel.”

His father and mother wondered at what was said about the child. Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother, “See him; he will be for the rise or fall of the multitudes of Israel. He shall stand as a sign of con​tra​diction, while a sword will pierce your own soul. Then the secret thoughts of many may be brought to light.”

Commentary

The ceremony of “purification” of a woman after childbirth continued into our lifetime. My mother was “purified” or “churched” shortly after my birth. It’s strange that this custom should ever have been taken over from Judaism, and stranger still that it should have lasted so long. For Jews it was not a moral but a ceremonial purification, prescribed in the Book of Leviticus, “If a woman conceives and gives birth to a boy, she is to be unclean for seven days, just as she is unclean during her monthly periods. On the eighth day the child’s foreskin must be circumcised, and she must wait another thirty-three days for her blood to be purified. She must not touch anything consecrated nor go to the sanctuary until the time of her purification is over. If she gives birth to a girl, she is to be unclean for fourteen days, as during her monthly periods; and she must wait another sixty-six days for her blood to be purified” (12:2-5). 

Today’s reading shows us Mary and Joseph following this prescription of the Law. Many commentators, ancient and modern, remark how humbly they submitted to this. But it would have been unthinkable for them not to do so; nor would they have thought of it as humility. The sign of their humble status is the offering they brought. The Book of Leviticus prescribed a lamb and a pigeon or turtledove, or “if she cannot afford a lamb, she is to take two turtledoves or two young pigeons” (12:8). The offering brought by Mary and Joseph was the offering of the poor. 

Thursday, December 30, 2004

6th Day in the Octave of Christmas

1st Reading: 1 Jn 2:12-17

Gospel: Lk 2:36-40

There was also a prophetess named Anna, daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. After leaving her father’s home, she had been seven years with her husband, and since then she had been continually about the Temple, serving God as a widow night and day in fasting and prayer. She was now eighty-four. Co​ming up at that time, she gave praise to God and spoke of the child to all who looked forward to the deliverance of Jerusalem.

When the parents had fulfilled all that was required by the law of the Lord, they returned to their town, Nazareth in Galilee. There the child grew in stature and strength and was filled with wisdom: the grace of God was upon him.

Commentary

Simeon (yesterday’s reading) and Anna are the two beautiful old people we meet every year at this time. How peaceful their presence is! We need them. They are grandparent figures. There’s an extraordinary poverty of wisdom on the subject of old age now. Most of what the poets say on the subject is about living in the past, or being dulled in all the senses, or dreading death…. Sometimes there’s a mellow stoicism:


So mayest thou live; till, like ripe fruit, thou drop 


Into thy mother’s lap; or be with ease 


Gathered, nor harshly plucked; for death mature: 


This is Old Age. 
 (John Milton)

But a few lines later the atmosphere is gloom once more:


In thy blood will reign 


A melancholy damp of cold and dry 


To weigh thy spirits down, and last consume 


The balm of life.

Nor have our attitudes improved since Milton’s time. Old age and death are the test of our wisdom; they reveal where we really are when all our flights of fancy are over. 

Simeon and Anna were among those known as “the Quiet of the Land.” These were people who had no big dream of victories for Israel, but who lived in quietness and prayer, waiting for God; Anna was eighty-four years old, the account says; yet her spirit seems bright and fresh. Far from being out of touch, she seems more in touch than anyone. “She came up to them at that very moment….” She lived in the Now, not in the past. 

Friday, December 31, 2004

7th Day in the Octave of Christmas

1st Reading: 1 Jn 2:18-21

Gospel: Jn 1:1-18

In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God and the Word was God; he was in the beginning with God.

All things were made through him and without him nothing came to be. Whatever has come to be, found life in him, life which for humans was also light. Light that shines in the dark: light that darkness could not overcome. A man came, sent by God; his name was John. He came to bear witness, as a witness to introduce the Light so that all might believe through him. He was not the Light but a witness to introduce the Light.

For the Light was coming into the world, the true Light that enlightens everyone. He was already in the world and through him the world was made, the very world that did not know him. He came to his own, yet his own people did not receive him; but all who have received him he empowers to become children of God for they believe in his Name.

These are born, but without seed or carnal desire or will of man: they are born of God. And the Word was made flesh; he had his tent pitched among us, and we have seen his Glory, the Glory of the only Son coming from the Father: fullness of truth and loving-kindness.

John bore witness to him open​ly, saying: This is the one who comes after me, but he is already ahead of me for he was before me.

From his fullness we have all re​ceived, favor upon favor. For God had given us the Law through Moses, but Truth and Loving-kindness came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God-the-Only-Son made him known: the one who is in and with the Fa​ther.

Commentary

It’s the last day of the year, but the gospel reading begins “In the beginning.…” Yesterday, Anna, though she was at the end of her life, was “looking forward,” not back. In the life of faith it is always the beginning. There are no dead ends for a Christian; the end is always the beginning of something immense.

A monk from Thomas Merton’s abbey visited our priory, and I apologized to him for the many steps as we climbed the stairs. “There are many steps in Gethsemane abbey, too,” he replied. Then he added, “I count them as I climb…. This is how I count them: one, one, one…!” In the spiritual life it is always the beginning. 

The Scriptures are deep beyond words, and I pray that I haven’t misused or trivialized them, or mangled them too badly. I feel nothing but gratitude for having been allowed to accompany you: we were like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, as he walked with us.

“For all that has been, thanks; to all that will be, yes!” Happy New Year!
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