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            Preface:

            
            
         

         
         
         Michael Dubruiel wrote these meditations several years ago, but they were never published. I have edited them a bit, and publishing in this e-book format. He wrote them for a particular year so not all the entries will match up perfectly - the Immaculate Conception is celebrated on a different liturgical day of the week this year, for example. But even with that limitation, I thought Michael's observations were definitely worth sharing, and I pray you will find them helpful.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            First Sunday of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         My memories of growing up in New England are filled with examples of what ideally we all might do if we were to celebrate Advent in response to Jesus' admonition in the Gospel of Mark. Gathering on the Sunday after Thanksgiving for the lighting of the village Christmas Crèche, caroling throughout the streets of the small town, and the general mood of good cheer that permeated the cold wintry landscape warms me even now. Everyone seemed to make an extra effort to notice everyone else.

         
         
         
         
         What does this have to do with the readings you ask?

         
         
         
         
         Jesus tells his disciples to "watch," to be alert, for they do not know when the time will come. Last Sunday, the last Sunday before Advent begins, we heard the end portrayed and indeed the gathered people (the sheep and goats) are surprised that they had already either helped the Lord or refused him when they had reached out to those in need. If we are truly vigilant we will greet everyone we meet today as though it could be the Lord himself coming into our midst.

         
         
         
         
         There are no unimportant visitors for the Christian. Advent is a time of expectation of the Lord's coming, not on our terms but in whatever way He chooses to come to us today. Be vigilant!

         
         
         
         
         The way we celebrated before Christmas when I was growing up seemed to capture this spirit. People genuinely became other-focused. If we truly believe that the Lord might be lurking in the stranger whom we meet, how might we treat Him differently? The Lord commands us to "Watch!" There is no better way to celebrate Advent than this intense watching and vigilance for the unexpected arrival - in our midst.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Monday of the First Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         We say the words of the Centurion before Communion every time we go to Mass but do we really mean it? "Lord, I am not worthy..."

         
         
         
         
         Most of us probably think there are times when we aren't worthy, but plenty of other times that we are. The truth is that we are never worthy. The more we can foster that notion the less likely we are to sit in judgment of others and the less likely we are to ever think we know better than God.

         
         
         
         
         If we are to truly look forward to the coming of Christ we have to nurture within ourselves a deep sense of our own unworthiness. This creates space for Christ to enter into our lives. The Centurion realized that a mere word from the savior could save his servant. In faith we should open the Scriptures with the same belief and expectation.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday of the First Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         "There will only be children in the Kingdom of God," Fulton Sheen once said. He could have been commenting on today's Gospel reading. Jesus praises the Father for having revealed the mysteries of the Kingdom to "mere children" while hiding it from the learned and wise.

         
         
         
         
         Isn't it true that the more we try to figure it all out the more confused we become? Yet a simple childlike pondering done in prayer before God often reveals answers that years of learning could not obtain. A child goes to its parent and asks "what is it?" We should lose any self-reliance we have and turn to God at every moment of our lives to make sure that we understand "what it is" that we are encountering at the present moment.

         
         
         
         
         We may be surprised to find that the Kingdom of God will have finally come to us.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday of the First Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         "How many loaves have you?" is Jesus' question to us today.

         
         
         
         
         It is easy in life to concentrate on what we lack in the face of the problems that arise daily. But Our Lord's response is to take what we have, give thanks to God and throw whatever we have at the problem. There is a lesson in this for all of us. The disciples, when confronted by Our Lord's question, mouth our response, "but what is this for so many?" and Jesus ignores this objection.

         
         
         
         
         Today take what you have and give it. Give it for others. Take the words that are buried in your mind and share them with those you meet. Take the loose change you have in your pocket and throw it into the Salvation Army bucket. Whatever you have it is enough -  share it.

         
         
         
         
         Give what you have today, asking God to bless it as you do.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Thursday of the First Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         I didn't realize it at the time but I am certain that The Carpenter's Christmas by Peter K. Rosegger is based on the Gospel passage for today. Jesus says, "It is not those who say to me, 'Lord, Lord,' who will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the person who does the will of my Father in heaven." Read the story and then go back to the Gospel where the rest of the passage talks about how the sensible person builds his house on rock that withstands the storms that rage against it.
         

         
         
         
         
         How does our faith withstand the storms that wage against us during the course of our lives? Can we make sense of the daily intrusions that interfere with our plans? Are we truly open to Our Lord's coming at every moment or are we closed to his coming to us in any way but the one we have decided upon?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Friday of the First Week of Advent 

            
            
         

         
         
         Two blind men wish to be healed in today's Gospel. Jesus asks them if they believe that he can restore their sight. They say that they do and indeed he does. But then he orders them to tell no one about it.

         
         
         
         
         They go off and tell everyone they meet about it.

         
         
         
         
         What is the lesson for us? We receive God's grace freely but we continue to ignore his commands--so we have a lot in common with the blind men. We need to understand that our reliance on God is a 24 hour a day task. That it isn't just a matter of going to Confession or asking God to help us at a particular moment in time. We need God's assistance every step of the way, less we think that now that we are "healed" we can do it all on our own again.

         
         
         
         
         During this Advent season we should be aware of the darkness of our own intellect and the need of God's light at every moment of our existence.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Saturday of the First Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         "You received without charge, give without charge," Our Lord tells his disciples in today's Gospel reading from Matthew (Mt. 10:8).

         
         
         
         
         What are we to give?

         
         
         
         
         Healing to the sick. Life to the dead. Freedom to those in demonic bondage.

         
         
         
         
         As we prepare our Christmas lists this year, we might reflect on our choice of gifts. Do they truly reflect the gifts that God has given us freely? What might we give our loved ones that will truly help them in their illness, in all their dyings and in all their struggles?

         
         
         
         
         I'm sure the answer will come if we learn to reflect in a new way, one that is focused on what God has given us.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Second Sunday of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         Patience is a virtue and most of us don't have it.

         
         
         
         
         Yearly we celebrate Advent both in expectation of Christmas (the Lord's first coming in the flesh) and in expectation of his Second Coming. Of course for many the Lord has come during the past year as they have left us here and hopefully joined him in Heaven. But for those who remain, there can be the sullen feeling that the Lord is delayed in His return.

         
         
         
         
         Today Peter addresses this apparent tarrying of the Lord in his return, "The Lord is not being slow to carry out his promises, as anybody else might be called slow; but he is being patient with you all, wanting nobody to be lost and everybody to be brought to change his ways."

         
         
         
         
         The Lord is virtuous, He has patience in abundance. While we might think we are the ones in need of patience, it is really He who is exercising patience with us. Giving us the much needed time to repent, to realize that His way is the only way.

         
         
         
         
         I am reminded of a book that I read in the 1980's entitled "Way of Divine Love" by Sr. Josefa Menedez. Sister Josefa was a Spanish Nun who lived in the early 1900's, a contemporary of St. Faustina. She too had visions of Our Lord appearing to her and like Faustina, she too was told by Our Lord that His mercy was not being made known to people.

         
         
         
         
         One of the messages focused on Sister Josefa suffering and praying for a particular soul who Our Lord wanted her to pray for, because that person was in danger of being lost. I recall from the book that the person suddenly died in a car accident because Our Lord told Josefa that it was the right time for the person to enter into salvation. If they had been left to remain they might have fallen again and never turned to Our Lord. This view  -- that all of Heaven is concerned with the salvation of each individual is hardly the one that most of us carry around with us.

         
         
         
         
         We are told in the Gospel that John the Baptist is sent to prepare the way for Israel's meeting with Our Lord. Perhaps you and I are being prepared right now by the John the Baptists' in our midst. Perhaps we are preparing the way for someone else. We should ask for the prayers of others and we should pray for others. We should be praise the patience of Our Lord in delaying His coming for our own benefit.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Monday of the Second Week of Advent 

            
            
         

         
         
         Mary's "How can this be?" is the primordial human question when confronted by God's grace. We can always think of a thousand reasons why we are undeserving of meriting any special favor from God. It only grows worst with age, after receiving numerous benefits from God we continue to squander God's grace and are even more convinced that we are undeserving of any further blessings.

         
         
         
         
         But God is not like us. In the Gospel of the Monday of the Second week of Advent, Jesus forgives the sins of the man whose friends brought him to be healed. The Pharisees complain that only God can forgive, but Jesus who of course is Divine says "so you will know that the Son of Man has the power to forgive," an interesting way of taking something that is "divine" and mandating that it become a "human" activity.

         
         
         
         
         In the same way that God's grace is so freely given, we too should give freely. Forgive, stop making requirements the basis for our love, not to bury the graces that we have been given while the Master tarries in His return.

         
         
         
         
         Indeed, we will know that we have arrived when others mouth the words of Mary, "How can this be?" Then we will know that we are acting in God's graces.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday of the Second Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         Sometimes we get it all wrong.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps it comes from our childhood and being threatened with retribution from God when our parents realize that they can't see us and be with us all the time, but most of us carry within us an image of God as the supreme being out to get us.

         
         
         
         
         In today's gospel, Jesus tells us otherwise. "It is never the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost."

         
         
         
         
         Not one. Not you. Not the horrible people you know. Not the better than good people that you know. Not one!

         
         
         
         
         God wants everyone to be saved.

         
         
         
         
         Fostering a longing for the coming of Christ can only happen if we believe that it is for our good.

         
         
         
         
         Fulton Sheen used to portray the image of Satan and Christ speaking to a soul both before the person committed a sin and afterwards. Before,  Sheen said, Christ seemed like the obstacle to the sinner, Satan the friend. "God doesn't want you to enjoy yourself, etc" But after sin the real identity of Satan as the accuser takes shape, "Now you've done it! God could never love you after what you've done! You might as well go on doing it!" But Christ appears as a savior, "Come back, I forgive you!"

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday of the Second Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         Rest, that is what the Lord promises today to those who come to Him. If you work and you find yourself overburdened, come to Him and He will give you rest.

         
         
         
         
         This is kind of the opposite of all the other sayings that we often think of when we think of following Jesus. Most of them emphasize the cross and the difficulty. We think of it as something hard and it would be if it weren't for Jesus.

         
         
         
         
         The focus must always be on Him first. Come to Him and He will give you rest.

         
         
         
         
         I regularly see the difference in my life between the times that I spend quality time in prayer and those times that I do not. Everything seems more burdensome without prayer. Prayer--my time with Christ, puts everything in perspective, and indeed lightens my perceived place in the world.

         
         
         
         
         So today is an invitation, like those "rest area" signs that happen every forty or so miles on an interstate:  if you seek a light "yoke" and an easier "burden" follow the signs and come to the Lord.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Thursday of the Second Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         When I hear the Gospel reading for today, I'm stopped in my tracks by the phrase "the kingdom of heaven has been subjected to violence and the violent are taking it by storm" and necessarily I've had to spend some time canvassing the great minds of the church to figure out just exactly what Jesus meant by this.

         
         
         
         
         Well, it turns out that the Greek word that is translated "violence" above is probably best rendered "forceful" but that doesn't change the overall passage that much, yet it does give us some indication of what is meant by violence. The early Fathers of the Church felt that the passage was best understood by thinking about who was entering the kingdom of heaven--sinners, namely people who did not belong there. They were intruders, outsiders who had been let in through the violence of the cross.

         
         
         
         
         Taking this a step further, if our sins are really what nailed Jesus to a cross then we see that the violence we have done to the Son of God in some way has been our ticket to the kingdom of heaven.

         
         
         
         
         It is only those however, who are desperate to enter who get in. One imagines the crowds that surrounded Jesus and John the Baptist (a modern example might be Pope John Paul and the crowds that surround his visits). Only a desperate person would get close enough to touch Our Lord.

         
         
         
         
         So it is today. Are we desperate in our desire to enter the kingdom of heaven or is it somewhere way down the list of things to do today?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Friday of the Second Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         The gospel today confronts us with our own response to Jesus' call. The early Church Fathers saw this as an exasperated statement of Our Lord bemoaning the unbelief of the people no matter who the messenger. John the Baptist came leading an ascetical life and the people thought him possessed. Our Lord comes mixing with people, eating and drinking with them and they call him a glutton and drunkard. As one church father puts it, "The whole of this speech is a reproach of unbelief, and arises out of the foregoing complaint; that the stiff-necked people had not learned by two different modes of teaching".

         
         
         
         
         What about us? Are we stiff-necked when it comes to answering His call?  How do we respond to the "pipes" that are played for us...do we dance? How do we respond to the singing of "dirges"...do we mourn?

         
         
         
         
         Or do we sit back in judgment?

         
         
         
         
         The Gospel is not something for us to watch and critique but rather it is a message that should engage us. "If today you hear his voice, harden not your heart."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Saturday of the Second Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         To this day at the Jewish seder a place is set and an empty seat is reserved for the coming of Elijah. There are a lot of interpretations as to what this "empty seat" means. Some  argue that it really is left for the possibility of an uninvited guest or relative. But the sense of expectation remains.

         
         
         
         
         In our daily lives there is often the unannounced, the unplanned  guest or event.

         
         
         
         
         Our Lord in today's Gospel tells his disciples that Elijah did indeed come again in the person of John the Baptist, but they did not welcome him--they put him to death. He also predicts that this is ultimately how he will be welcomed.

         
         
         
         
         As we prepare for the Lord's coming, not only at Christmas but daily, what kind of reception will we give Him? Will the holidays crowd out any mention of him--will we in a sense put him to death? And what about the unexpected visits today -  how will we welcome them?

         
         
         
         
         The answer is up to us.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Third Sunday of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         "Don't worry, be happy"--was a popular song about 14 years ago. It really was a Christian message. In today's second reading St. Paul tells the Thessalonians "Be happy all the times...because this is what God expects you to do in Christ Jesus."

         
         
         
         
         A fond memory that I have of this time of the year when I was growing up in New Hampshire is that it seemed to be the time of the year that everyone was happy. It is harder to perceive if that still is the case, if people find this time of the year one of cheer and happiness, or just a lot of stress. Perhaps we have trod so far off the path of the true meaning of the season that we've been cut off of from the source of all happiness--Christ.

         
         
         
         
         I left part of Paul's passage out:  his recipe for happiness--"pray constantly; and for all things give thanks to God." This is the secret to happiness, to ultimately see everything as some how tied into God's will.

         
         
         
         
         Try to do this for the next hour. Speak to God about all that troubles you, excites you, worries you. Give thanks for everything. If you are the recipient of slow service, a long line at the store--thank God! See what a difference it makes. "Don't worry, be happy."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Monday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         In many ways Advent is a season of unanswered questions that we anticipate being answered someday. In today's Gospel reading Jesus is asked by what authority he acts. He asks his questioners a question in turn, one that they can't answer and in the end refuses to answer their question.

         
         
         
         
         It is reminiscent of the God questioning Job.

         
         
         
         
         We all have questions about why evil exist, why God doesn't intervene more and on and on the questions go. What do we do with the unanswered ones?

         
         
         
         
         Our Lord refused to answer those who questioned Him because they were trying to trap Him. Perhaps that is the intent of our questions too?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O Wisdom, O holy Word of God, you govern all creation with your strong yet tender care. Come and show your people the way to salvation.

         
         
         
         
         Today we have the tale of two sons. Both are commanded by the Father to go and work in the vineyard. The first says he won't, the other says he will. But guess what, the one who refuses relents and does what the Father asked him to do. Yet the one who originally said he would go, in fact doesn't. Jesus asks the chief priests and the elders of the people to tell him which of the two sons did the will of the Father...of course the answer is the one who vocally refused but relented and did it.

         
         
         
         
         Jesus uses the story to illustrate why harlots and tax collectors who repented at the preaching of John the Baptist are headed to the pearly gates, while the "religious" likely are headed in the other direction.

         
         
         
         
         I don't think it is a matter of us standing back and separating the repentant harlots and the irreligious religious but rather a good moment to hold up the mirror and ask ourselves if we are doing the will of the Father?

         
         
         
         
         When I tell my son (who is all of 20 months old) to do something,  already he rattles off a resounding "no." I'm not even sure if he knows what "no" means but he hears it enough throughout the day as he opens drawers, climbs up bookcases, writes on walls to know that it must be our favorite word. I also think he likes it because it is easy to say. He struggles with "yes" so that if often sounds like "yesh."

         
         
         
         
         When it comes to God sadly most of us are still like a 20 month old. We see God as interfering with our play time. If only we could learn that what God wants for us is what is best for us. Perhaps the harlots, tax collectors know that from their straying better than the religious who only dally in sin.

         
         
         
         
         Whatever the case, ultimately we all must respond to God, our Father not with the "no" that can seem so fashionable at times but with the difficult-to-say "yes."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Wednesday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O sacred Lord of ancient Israel, who showed yourself to Moses in the burning bush, who gave him the holy law on Sinai mountain: come, stretch out your mighty hand to set us free.

         
         
         
         
         "Joseph her husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame,decided to divorce her quietly." I suspect that most people gloss right over this passage at the beginning of Matthew's Gospel and today's reading. We know that Joseph is not going to divorce Mary, in the same way that we know that Abraham ultimately isn't going to sacrifice Isaac--so we gloss over the fact that Joseph, a righteous man who is unwilling to expose Mary to the possibility of being executed for adultery (since that would be the only plausible explanation for her pregnancy) decides to divorce her.

         
         
         
         
         But of course none of that comes to pass because Joseph is a spiritual man who pays attention to his dreams. And this is another important fact in the Gospel story--Joseph's revelation comes to him in a dream--not a full fledged vision but a dream. A vision of an angel in a dream probably would be quickly dismissed by most of us.

         
         
         
         
         "Such was his intention when, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 'Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her. She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.'"

         
         
         
         
         So we are told that even Joseph had this intention when he had rationally looked at all the evidence, now God enters the picture albeit in a dream and says, "Whoa Joseph! It is through the Holy Spirit."

         
         
         
         
         There are a lot of events in life that are confusing and troubling to good people. If we are truly open to God as St. Joseph was we might discern God's hand in many events that seem at first to speak of God's absence. As we await His coming let us open ourselves to the possibility that He might be in our midst, even at this moment.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Thursday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O Flower of Jesse's stem, you have been raised up as a sign for all peoples; kings stand silent in your presence; the nations bow down in worship before you. Come, let nothing keep you from coming to our aid.

         
         
         
         
         Both of today's readings have the common theme of being annunciations of the birth of a child. In the first reading the birth of Samson is being announced. In the Gospel it is the birth of John the Baptist that Zechariah receives notice of while he is performing the priestly service in the Temple. Another common theme is that both potential parents are told that the child to be born to them is not to drink alcohol once they are born.

         
         
         
         
         For some reason it is what jumped out at me when I read both this morning. We know that when Jesus compared what people said about him and John that it was Jesus who was labeled the drunkard, so he obviously enjoyed a drink now and then. So why couldn't John or Samson drink? Why did God command this of them from their conception?

         
         
         
         
         There are those who think the prohibition reflects belief that grapes were the "forbidden fruit" that Adam and Eve had been forbidden to eat in the Garden of Eden. The prohibition enjoined on Samson and John from conception are then the same prohibition given by God to Adam and Eve. What is interesting about this is it kind of fits what the serpent says in reference to his take on God's prohibition to Eve when he says," you will become like gods" if you partake of this fruit--people who drink often start thinking highly of themselves.

         
         
         
         
         It is even more interesting when connected with the Eucharist and Jesus taking the fruit of the vine and saying "this is the blood of the new Covenant"...thereby taking what had been the source of rupture with God and turning it into a that which restores humanity to God. One also would be struck by Jesus calling himself the "vine" and his followers branches of the vine.

         
         
         
         
         So we have John in today's Gospel totally dedicated to God awaiting his coming. We also have a hint of what God will do when he comes to us.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Friday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O Key of David, O royal Power of Israel controlling at your will the gate of heaven: come, break down the prison walls of death for those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death; and lead your captive people into freedom.

         
         
         
         
         "How can this be...?" Mary asks the angel in today's Gospel. In her case it is the conception of a child that she wonders about, but in ours it is the merit of our salvation. "How can this be?" we wonder.

         
         
         
         
         In these last days of Advent it is good to reflect on the great gift that God offers us, the gift of Himself.

         
         
         
         
         It is also good to foster a sense of our unworthiness. I know that this is "out" and people like to think of themselves as deserving of more. But I think the more we marvel at the fact that we are totally undeserving it seems to me that the more God lavishes us with gifts. The person who thinks they deserve more rarely gets anything.

         
         
         
         
         On the other hand we can dwell too much on "how can this be?" and refuse to open ourselves up to God. Listen to the angel. It is all about God.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Saturday of the Third Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O Radiant Dawn, splendor of eternal light, sun of justice: come, shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death.

         
         
         
         
         "Blessed is she who believed that the message made her by the Lord would be fulfilled." Here is where most of us fall short. We really don't believe, silently we distrust. In our actions we loudly show our unbelief.

         
         
         
         
         Elizabeth praises Mary for her trust.

         
         
         
         
         What do you and I really trust in?

         
         
         
         
         Today ask the Blessed Virgin to give you a stronger faith, one that looks to God expectantly at every waking moment of your day and sleeps at night with the same assurance.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Fourth Sunday of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O King of the Gentiles and their desired One, the Cornerstone that makes both one: Come, and deliver man, whom You formed out of the dust of the earth.

         
         
         
         
         The Lord is with you! Both Mary and King David hear this in the readings and Paul reminds us that it is God's presence that strengthens us to live out the Gospel. Being aware of God's presence in our midst is a central theme of Christmas. The shepherds will find Our Lord in the baby lying in the manger. The magi will search for him from afar and find Him after leaving the palace of Herod behind. Herod will hear of Him and seek to kill Him.

         
         
         
         
         What about us? Will we be aware of His presence in our midst or will we continue to live like He is yet to come?

         
         
         
         
         St. Ignatius urged his retreat ants to spend some time before every prayer period fostering a sense of God's presence--doing something that made the pray-er aware that God indeed is everywhere and is with you. In the East pray-ers will kneel and touch their forehead to the ground (incidentally, ,the children of Fatima were taught by an angel to pray in this manner). Whatever the way, it is important to know that we are praying to a reality that is present and not just to the wind.

         
         
         
         
         David is told by God through the prophet, "It was I who took you from the pasture and from the care of the flock to be commander of my people Israel. I have been with you wherever you went, and I have destroyed all your enemies before you". God was always there, indeed He was leading David as He does us.
         

         
         
         
         
         The message to Mary today, is a message to all of us: "The Lord is with you!"

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Monday of the Fourth Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         O Emmanuel, king and lawgiver, desire of the nations, Savior of all people, come and set us free, Lord our God.

         
         
         
         
         Today we hear of the birth of John the Baptist which is welcomed with great joy. I once read in a commentary that if Elizabeth had borne a girl that the relations and neighbors would have mourned rather than rejoiced, such was the plight of women at the time. But nonetheless the joy is soon met with conflict when Elizabeth insists on naming the boy John. The relatives look to the mute Zechariah for confirmation, he motions for a writing tablet (symbolic for the "law"?) and writes"He is to be called John." We hear then that the people are astonished and that Zechariah's speech returns.

         
         
         
         
         The contrast between the births of John and Jesus are often said to symbolize the differences between the old covenant and the new. Zechariah could not believe that God would grace he and Elizabeth with a child at their old age. He was struck dumb by such a gift. Mary also was surprised at the miraculous birth announced to her by the angel, but she accepts it.

         
         
         
         
         Most of us are still a lot like Zechariah. We don't believe God could ever use us for anything good because we have a thousand reasons why we don't deserve for God to use us. We aren't holy enough. We sin too much. We don't pray enough. But grace is a free gift from God, we can do nothing to earn it.

         
         
         
         
         As we approach Christmas we should open our hearts to God and accept the gift of grace that he offer with humility. We are right to protest that we don't deserve it--we don't, but God wishes to give to us anyway.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Tuesday of the Fourth Week of Advent

            
            
         

         
         
         "Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, for he has visited his people, he has come to their rescue..." the words of Zechariah in what Christians have come to call the Canticle of Zechariah. A prayer that is prayed every morning as part of the hours of the Church. It is fitting way to end Advent. In the one line we have the Christmas message--God Himself has come to us in order to rescue us.

         
         
         
         
         God will save us from our enemies. God will free us from fear.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps on this day before Christmas we should contemplate who are enemies are, what it is we fear and allow the Christ child to come and rescue us from them. As the Christmas carol says well, "the hopes and fears of all the years are met in Thee tonight."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Solemnity of Christmas

            
            
         

         
         
         A few nights ago we watched a show on one of the cable stations that advertised itself as a program that explored the origins of Christmas. The winter's solstice was mentioned. The origin of Rudolph as an advertising symbol for Montgomery Ward's was mentioned. The transformation of St. Nick to Santa Claus was mentioned. And oh yes, 45 minutes into the program some mention was made of Catholics and a few other main line Protestant churches having special services on Christmas Day to commemorate the birth of Christ. It was all very enlightening.

         
         
         
         
         Today's Gospel points to the origin of all creation--"In the beginning was the Word.." Before anything there was Christ. The Word is responsible for everything that exist. Nothing exist without His willing it.

         
         
         
         
         It is fitting that the season of Christmas is over for those who don't acknowledge Christ and that it is just beginning for those who do. Because when all the gifts that we exchange have rotted and even when this mortal flesh that we hold on to has wasted away in some far off grave--Christ will remain. Hopefully the Word will call us forth on that distant day because of what we celebrate on this day..."the Word became Flesh and pitched His tent in our midst."

         
         
         
         
         Merry Christmas!

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas--Feast of St. Stephen

            
            
         

         
         
         The day after Christmas we celebrate the feast of the first Christian Martyr. The gospel for today places before us the message of the adult Jesus to his followers "Beware of men, for they will hand you over to courts and scourge you in their synagogues, and you will be led before governors and kings for my sake as a witness before them and the pagans. When they hand you over, do not worry about how you are to speak or what you are to say. You will be given at that moment what you are to say. For it will not be you who speak but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. Brother will hand over brother to death, and the father his child; children will rise up against parents and have them put to death. You will be hated by all because of my name, but whoever endures to the end will be saved."

         
         
         
         
         If we think these are just nice words and we needn't worry we have St. Stephen placed before us. Stephen a deacon is stoned to death for being a follower of Christ. His death in many ways mirrors the death of Jesus, in his final words he hands over his spirit.

         
         
         
         
         The word martyr literally means witness. Jesus tells us that our persecution is an opportunity to witness. Stephen's witness is before a man Saul who will become the greatest Christian missionary to ever live--St. Paul. Our opportunities to witness happen daily with how we react to the every moment. Do we rely upon the Lord for what we will say?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas--Feast of St. John

            
            
         

         
         
         John left us his own words of what he witnessed to in his first letter:



   
         
         
         
         Beloved:

         
         
         What was from the beginning,

         
         
         what we have heard,

         
         
         what we have seen with our eyes,

         
         
         what we looked upon

         
         
         and touched with our hands

         
         
         concerns the Word of life-

         
         
         for the life was made visible;

         
         
         we have seen it and testify to it

         
         
         and proclaim to you the eternal life

         
         
         that was with the Father and was made visible to us-

         
         
         what we have seen and heard

         
         
         we proclaim now to you,

         
         
         so that you too may have fellowship with us;

         
         
         for our fellowship is with the Father

         
         
         and with his Son, Jesus Christ.

         
         
         We are writing this so that our joy may be complete.



         
        
         
         
         
         His intention is that "our joy may be complete." There are many rivals that promise the same but in the end prove to be false advertising. Yet with those who follow Christ in the end there is an empty tomb.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas--Feast of the Holy Innocents

            
            
         

         
         
         Father Aidan Nichols has argued rather convincingly, I think, that a new feast of the holy innocents should be established for the modern day victims of abortion. The feast we celebrate today celebrates the witness of those who died without knowing Christ, but who died because of the jealous rage of a king who wanted nothing to interfere with his lifestyle. So any rival claimant to his throne must be killed.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph is warned in a dream to leave. I imagine that the parents of all the children who died were also warned but perhaps ignored the dream as nothing more than the result of something they ate the day before. Most of us can point to similar experiences of ignoring warnings that were given to us of impending doom or disaster.

         
         
         
         
         The witness that the Holy Innocents give to us is that accepting Christ demands a decision, will we accept His complete lordship over our lives? Or will we, like Herod, seek to kill whatever will interfere with our pursuit of pleasure.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas--Feast of the Holy Family

            
            
         

         
         
         Consider the Holy Family. At first the whole marriage is called into question when Joseph finds out the Mary is pregnant. He decides to divorce her. But then when he receives inspiration in a dream he relents. So Jesus being born into a single parent family is averted (although as Mother Teresa once pointed out to Father Benedict Groeschel all children have God as their father--so there really is no such thing as a "single parent" family for the believer).

         
         
         
         
         Next we have the family setting out for the census taking. They haven't made reservations though, and so they end up living a nightmare that I have had the chance to experience myself a few times--no vacancy at any of the hotels. So Our Lord is born in a cave.

         
         
         
         
         Then when Herod seeks the life of the child the family flees into Egypt as political refugees.

         
         
         
         
         Really the holy card image of the Holy Family lacks any of the struggles and hardships that in reality were the lot of the Holy Family. Evidently Joseph died before Jesus was thirty since he is never mentioned later in the Gospels. Of course Mary will endure the death of her son three years later at thirty-three. The joy of the resurrection will be tempered by His absence forty days later at the Ascension. The Holy Family experienced almost any tragedy that we can place in our experience of family life. When we call on Jesus, Mary and Joseph we should be mindful of that...the struggles of life are not ours alone to bear. Heaven lowered itself not into a plush life but into the very sorrowful existence that is ours.

         
         
         
         
         It is important to focus on the reality of the Holy Family so that we can capture the meaning of the prophecy that is made by Simeon today. It is one that sees God's promise fulfilled in the infant Jesus but at the same time predicts hard times. God's blessing is not always what we might expect. It is not the Gospel of wealth and prosperity that is sometime proclaimed by the televangelist--it is one of being misunderstood, contradictions and the piercing of the mother's heart as she witnesses the death of her Son--the Son of God.

         
         
         
         
         May the Holy Family bless us with the sense to find meaning in the events of our daily lives, no matter what they may bring.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas-Sixth Day

            
            
         

         
         
         Prayer and fasting are what Anna had been doing for years at the Temple. Now she is rewarded with a visitation of God made man who is at this moment an infant. But because of her life of prayer and fasting she is able to recognize the Christ.

         
         
         
         
         It makes one wonder how often we ourselves have visitations that we miss because we are preoccupied with other things. We can change. Prayer can be done anytime at anyplace--by simply turning our hearts and mind toward God in all circumstances. Prayer necessarily requires fasting, forgoing much of what we think we need and turning instead to what we truly need---God.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas-Seventh Day

            
            
         

         
         
         Two readings that fit for the last day of the secular year. In the first reading John tells us that this is the "last hour" and that many antichrists have appeared. He tells us that they came from "our number" but they really didn't belong. As we close out this year we might think of the "antichrists" that we have listened to in the past year. What gospels have we accepted that have moved us further from Christ?

         
         
         
         
         The Gospel reading is from the Gospel of John and is the same as the Gospel for Christmas Day--"In the beginning was the word..." As we begin a new year we should seek to align ourselves with the "Word," Our Lord.

         
         
         
         
         So in the midst of our celebrations, let us be out with the old false gospels and in with the ever new gospel of Our Lord who speaks to us in the events of everyday.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Octave of Christmas-Solemnity of Mary Mother of God

            
            
         

         
         
         If I were preaching today, I would be short. When I was young this was the Feast of the circumcision and the Gospel reading was one line. "On the eight day the time for the circumcision of the child came and he was named Jesus the name the angel had given to his parents." Somewhere along the line the church changed this to the Solemnity of Mary the Mother of God and attached World Peace Day as well. So tying all of this together at the beginning of this new year we invoke the Theotokos, "the Mother of God" to intercede for us and our families that this year will be filled with God's blessing and peace. The first reading provides us with the words...

         
         
         
         
         "The LORD bless you and keep you!

         
         
         The LORD let his face shine upon you, and be gracious to you!

         
         
         The LORD look upon you kindly and give you peace!"



         
        
         
         
         
         Happy New Year!

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Memorial of Saints Basil the Great and Gregory Nazianzen, bishops and doctors of the Church 

            
            
         

         
         
         I've spent the past month reading a number of books on Orthodox Christianity. Most of the books have dealt with how it is lived today in the Mediterranean but a few have dealt with American examples. I mention this because today's reading from John's letter reminds me of an attitude that seems to be very "orthodox" especially of the Mediteranean variety. John says:



         
       
         
         
         
         "Who is the liar? 

         
         
         Whoever denies that Jesus is the Christ. 

         
         
         Whoever denies the Father and the Son, this is the antichrist. 

         
         
         Anyone who denies the Son does not have the Father,

         
         
         but whoever confesses the Son has the Father as well".



         
              
         
         
         This might cause embarrassment if spoken in American circles. We might want to place all types of qualifiers or include a prayer to the four winds or add a feminine element to the passage. But if we really believe that Jesus is God come in the flesh, do we dare deny Him in front of men (and women)? Jesus had a stern warning about those who would deny Him. If we truly believe we won't do that today.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Memorial of Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton, religious 

            
            
         

         
         
         They said to him, "Rabbi" (which translated means Teacher),"where are you staying?" Those who experienced Jesus all seem to have sensed in His presence that He had something to teach them. It is the same with us: there is a wisdom that we lack and when we come to worship Our Lord we should come with the expectation that we will learn a new way to think and a new way to live.
         

         
         
         
         
         St. Elizabeth Ann Seton, a convert to Catholicism founded what eventually became the system of Catholic schools in the United States. It is not coincidental that those who follow Christ often embrace the profession of teaching. Teaching is one way that the followers of Christ imitate Him but the teaching of a follower of Christ is always centered on God and therein lies the difference.

         
         
         
         
         Knowledge without God often makes no sense because it is experienced out of the context of the whole. A visit to Emmitsburgh where St. Elizabeth Ann Seton taught, one can visit the first school that she started there. What makes that school different from others is the presence of a chapel. Perhaps the problem with education today is that God is often absent from the lesson plans.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            The Epiphany of the Lord

            
            
         

         
         
         People experience darkness in a lot of ways. Some are depressed. Others experience it in ignorance.

         
         
         
         
         Darkness and the experience of being blind are two ways that the scriptures often portray the condition of humans without some outside help. Many of us are aware that something isn't quite right with ourselves. We are not the person that we feel we could or should be. We don't know how to act in our own best interest or the for the good of others. We often are at the mercy of those who try to manipulate our indecisiveness and lack of vision.

         
         
         
         
         To this Isaiah the prophet says, "Rise up in splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has come, the glory of the Lord shines upon you. See, darkness covers the earth,

         
         
         and thick clouds cover the peoples; but upon you the LORD shines, and over you appears his glory. Nations shall walk by your light, and kings by your shining radiance". God has sent light that shines in the darkness, John tells us in his gospel--will we accept that light?

         
         
         
         
         The magi traveled afar to experience it. How far are we willing to travel to experience what countless saints have experienced for the last two thousand years? How willing are we to surrender to the light? It is our choice, we can be like Herod who was threatened by the light that his true worth would be seen in its light or we can be like the magi who recognized the ultimate worth of such light shining in the darkness and brought what they had to offer in exchange for a treasure that the earth can only give in the person of the God made man.
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