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The Difference Between Hopes & Promises 
Inspired by stories from Megan McKenna & Carroll Stuhlmueller 
 
   When Alice found herself in Wonderland she couldn’t believe what she saw.  
She told the Queen of Hearts (an impossible creature): “You can’t believe 
impossible things!”  The Queen replied: “Nonsense! I’ve believed as many as 
six impossible things before breakfast!”  During Advent we celebrate the 
coming of Christ; God has become human.  This seems to many to be an 
impossible thing.  Advent also celebrates our certainty that Christ will come 
again, and what’s more so transform the world that there will be universal peace 
and all will love one another as God and Christ love us.  Impossible! 
    In the Hebrew Scriptures the prophet Nathan tells King David that his 
descendants will reign over Israel through this entire age of the world.  This 
came to be taken as a promise by God that the Davidic dynasty would never 
end.  Actually, the prophesy contains an “if” clause: If your descendants obey 
my precepts then there will always be one to reign in Israel.  God did not 
promise that all David’s descendants would obey him and serve him with all 
their heart, so what Nathan told David was that he could hope his line would last 
until the world as they knew it ended. 
    We aren’t always careful about distinguishing conditional and unconditional 
promises by our God, and so we mistake hopes for unconditional promises.  
Advent is about hopes and promises; which are God’s and which are ours?  It’s 
certain that Christ will return as he has gone.  It’s certain that, at some future 
time, God’s Kingdom will be fully and externally realized.  It’s certain that we will 
be resurrected as Christ was.  It’s not certain when these things will happen.  
What we celebrate during Advent is that they are not impossible and that their 
realization has already begun.  Whether the “world” thinks all of them to be 
“impossible” depends on how they are realized in us and in our daily behavior. 
    When Mary was called to become Jesus’ mother she was told that Elizabeth, 
an old woman way beyond menopause, was pregnant.  The explanation was that 
nothing will be impossible for God.  For instance, God became a human through 
the pregnancy of a virgin who was married to a descendant of David.  Scripture 
tells us that this is the fulfillment of David’s hope to have a descendant reigning 
over Israel always.  Yet he doesn’t reign in a way David could even imagine.  
Still, Jesus is King and is beginning the process of bringing peace and ultimate 
happiness to the whole world.  How will this be accomplished?  Nobody knows.  
Will it be accomplished?  We believe it will.  Have we any reason to believe?  We 
see what God does through those who are made saints.  So we have to believe 
that even through us—made saints by our God—it will become plainer and 
plainer that what we hope for is not impossible but actually happening.  
Do you believe that God is making you a saint?  Do you think it impossible—at 
least until after breakfast?  Believe!  Then begin to act as you believe!  You will 
see your impossible hope begin to come to pass. 
 
 



Loving the Cross Day by Day 
From a homily by St. Bernard 
 
    St. Andrew was strengthened by the Lord so that when he reached the place 
where he was to be crucified he uttered truly burning words.  In the Spirit he 
said: “O Cross, long desired and now ready to receive me; I come to you with 
joy and confidence as the disciple of Him who died on you.  I have always been 
your lover.”  He calls us by these words to embrace our own cross and truly 
love it. 
    What was the source of his joy and even exultation?  Where did he get so 
much courage, since he was a fragile human being like we are?  Who gave him 
the spiritual ardor and burning love and vigor of soul shown in his words?  
Certainly, we know it was a strength that didn’t come from him but, as the Letter 
of James tells us, it was a perfect gift coming down to him from the Father of 
Lights, the Father who does wonders. 
    Beloved brothers, it is the Spirit who comes to the aid of the weak.  Through 
the Spirit even such as we have a love stronger than death.  It is poured into our 
hearts to make us stronger than death.  God grant us a share in this strength!  If 
we grow tired and sleep through Vigils, for instance, it is because our spirit is 
feeble.  But if the Holy Spirit is present he will help our weakness.  What he did 
for Andrew on the cross and in his death the Spirit will do for us in our toil and 
penance.  Not only will he make things like Vigils seem no longer burdensome 
but will make them a delight and a thing desired.  “My Spirit”, says the Lord, is 
sweeter than honey”.  So powerful is the Spirit that even the bitterness of death 
is not able to lessen the sweetness of being one with the Lord in surrendering 
ourselves on the cross. 
    We need to seek this Spirit, my brothers.  We need to do our utmost to 
possess the Spirit more and more fully—if the Spirit is not already in us.  
“Anyone”, St. Paul says in the Letter to the Romans, “who doesn’t have the 
Spirit of Christ doesn’t belong to Him.”   “We have not received the spirit of this 
world”, he adds in writing the First Letter to the Corinthians, “but the Spirit 
which is from God—so we might understand the gifts bestowed on us by God.” 
    We must take up our cross along with St. Andrew.  Better, we must take it up 
with the one whom Andrew followed, our Lord and Savior himself.  The cause of 
Andrew’s joy and exultation was that he was dying not only for the Lord but 
also in the same way.  One who suffers with Christ may reign with Him.  If we 
too are to be crucified with Christ, we need to listen with the ears of our hearts 
to his voice: “If you would come after me, deny yourself and take up the cross 
and follow me.”  Provided we cling firmly to the cross in it we find salvation. 
   “The word ‘cross’ “, says St. Paul, “signifies foolishness to those who are 
perishing but to us, who are being saved, it means the power of God.”  God’s 
power is always offered to us in the Spirit.  Let us ask for this gift now and 
always.  The Cross is our hope and the Spirit’s power fulfills that hope. 
 
 



The Quiet Life of Serving God 
Based on a sermon by Cardinal Newman 
 
   The people who are most blessed by God and who do the greatest services to 
others are not always those who make the most noise in the world or seem to 
be the movers and shakers in the history of human progress, as the world 
understands it.  On the whole, if you want to trace out the path of God’s saving 
help in your life you have to unlearn your admiration for the powerful and the  
distinguished and consider the private lives people lead. 
    What are the genuine signs of God’s presence and working?  Consider the 
graces of personal holiness.  Consider compassion and kindness and the  
willingness to help others, even when inconvenient.  People who do such things 
may be weak in the eyes of the world, they may seem to have no influence on 
the course of events, but God’s Providence brings about great things though 
holy people who are mostly ignored.  So often human wisdom and power are of 
little or no avail, and it is the small deeds of unnoticed people who carry our 
race along toward what is its true destiny.  
    Do we believe in God’s Providence at work in our own lives and affairs?  Do 
we believe in it in relation to those we love or those we live and work with day 
after day?  We have just celebrated the feast of the Apostle Andrew.  What did 
he do?  He brought others to Jesus.  Everyone knows the name ‘Peter’ and it is 
associated with greatness and the guidance of the entire Church of God.  If 
Andrew had not brought him to Christ how would Peter’s office of bringing 
people together in love have existed?  The great ones and their great deeds 
depend on others we never notice or think important.  What of those you have 
helped others to find Christ and to place their trust in Him and hope in Him?  
What will come of their deed?  We do not know.  But God knows what great 
things will come of little and unthought-of of such deeds done for him.  Do you 
believe that God is so using you? 
    We do not observe angels and their work on our behalf.  We cannot observe 
God and God’s workings.  God has came among us in human form, and hardly 
anyone noticed.  “The world knew him not”, says St. John in his Gospel.  God’s 
marvelous Providence works behind a veil.  To see and know the one who so 
works we have to stoop down and become humble in our own eyes.  No one 
knows God except the Son, and whomever the Son reveals him to.  Didn’t Jesus 
tell his apostles that one who sees him sees God?  What do we see him doing?  
Deeds of love.  Would we see God, would we reveal God to others?  Then do the 
deeds of love that the Son does.  It is through such deeds that God saves the 
world!  Do them day by day in “that Day” when all is revealed you will see their 
fruit. 
 
 
 
 
 



What Beginners in Christ Learn 
Inspired by a text of Megan McKenna 
 
    Christ calls us to a New Life.  Remembering this, reflect on Thomas Merton’s 
words: “In the spiritual life there are no tricks and no short cuts…  One can’t 
begin to face the genuine difficulties of the life of prayer and meditation unless 
one is first perfectly content to be a beginner and really experience oneself as 
one who knows little or nothing, and has a desperate need to learn the bare 
rudiments.  Those who think they “know” from the beginning never, in fact, 
come to know anything.  We do not want to be beginners.  But let’s convince 
ourselves of the fact that we will never be anything else but beginners, all our 
life.”  Now compare these words with those of the prophet Isaiah: 
    “A shoot shall grow from the stock of Jesse.  The spirit of the Lord shall rest 
upon him—a spirit of wisdom and understanding, a spirit of counsel and power, 
a spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.  ..  Then shall the wolf live with the 
sheep, the calf with the young lion and a little child shall lead them.  They shall 
not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain.”  All this depends on the coming of 
the Kingdom of God, and that depends on us, who are that kingdom.  It has 
come among us in Jesus.  He calls us to live the life of that kingdom even now. 
    How can our living help realize the kingdom in our world?  We don’t “know” 
how but we are called to begin to learn.  We have to begin as Jesus did.  Are we 
told in St. Luke’s Gospel that Jesus grew in wisdom and grace?  Aren’t we told 
that he asked questions of the teachers of God’s Law, and surprised them by 
the insight the questions evidenced as much as his replies to their questions?  
Aren’t we told Jesus was a person of prayer?  How long a time did he spend 
practicing the arts of prayer and learning to interpret God’s Word?  At least 
thirty.  Are we embarrassed that we need to learn what even Jesus had to learn? 
    Are you discouraged because you are only a beginner?  Advent is set aside 
yearly for beginning, and beginning again.  Take Isaiah’s  prophesy.  The world 
will gather around God’s Temple in Jerusalem.  What is important is the fact that 
all will be so taken up in God that they have no time to fight with each other over 
who gets what worldly thing or position.  Keep your face turned to God and you 
have no time for competing over other things. 
    To draw people to love of God with “all their hearts, and minds and strength” 
is to draw them to peace with one another.  We are told that once a father took 
his son on a journey.  As they entered a wood the son saw berry bushes and got 
the father to stop so he could pick some.  He got so involved he ignored the 
father’s calls.  So the father said: I am continuing and as long as you can hear 
my voice and the wagon you are fine.  But when you can’t hear this anymore 
you are lost, unless you run after me with all your might and catch up.  We are 
distracted from the Father, from prayer, by many things.  Only one is necessary.  
It is that very prayer and contemplation of the father and what he says.  This is 
our salvation, and that of the entire world.  It doesn’t matter if you are beginning 
but only that you do begin, and travel with our God where God goes. 
 



What a New Beginning is Like 
Based on Butler’s Lives of the Saints 
 
    St. Francis Xavier was one of the seven first Jesuits.  He was ordained in 
1540, was designated to go to India and arrived in 1542.  He worked in India, 
Ceylon, Malaysia and Japan and died on the coast of China in 1552.  God used 
these ten years of intense labor and activity to bring to birth a new Asian 
Christian church. 
    The King of Portugal had appointed him Apostolic Nuncio for the reform of 
the church and clergy already in Southeast Asia in Portugal’s trade area.  He 
worked to make these priests more missionary and evangelistic in attitude and 
activity.  He worked to learn the languages of those to whom he preached.  He 
proved to have some musical talent, because he made songs of parts of the 
catechism which became popular among the Portuguese.  In other places he 
simply worked to learn how to proclaim the Gospel in the language of those 
with whom he worked. 
    Francis Xavier was most successful among the poor, though he had some 
success with local nobility in Japan.  The grace of God that accompanied his 
work was seen in the perseverance of the converts even when no missionaries 
came to them for years afterward.  He came singing of God’s love.  Gestures 
and body language could draw people even if he couldn’t communicate with 
words.  He shows us how example can draw others to Christ.  In this all can 
follow his example. 
    He was continually amazed at how open to Christ and faith people were.  His 
own trust in God evoked their willingness to trust God as well.  Children wanted 
to learn prayers from him even before they could understand them.  Opposition 
arose primarily when rulers suspected that he represented a foreign power 
which sought to drive them from power or dominate trade.         
    “Many, many people hereabouts are not becoming Christians for one reason 
only; there is nobody to make them Christian.  I wish those in the universities of 
Europe would work as hard at seeking God as they do at their books.  They 
would forget their own desires, their human affairs, and give themselves entirely 
to God’s will and choice.  They would cry out with all their heart: Lord, here I 
am!  What do you want me to do?” 
    That is how Francis Xavier saw things.  He wanted more to come who could 
show the beauty of life in Christ to the peoples of the Far East.  Today similar 
things are true.  Many do not know Christ, or God’s love as shown us in Christ.  
They would turn to God if they could meet people who are genuinely filled with 
that love and live it in service to others and with joy.  St. Paul reminded people 
in his own day that without someone to inspire others to witness to God’s love 
and mercy nothing happens.  Has God called us to give such inspiration to 
those whom we meet?  We can’t live the love shown us by Jesus unless do it by 
loving concern for them.  We are to become a community of love ready and able 
to inspire those we meet.  That makes us instruments of God’s saving and joy-
giving grace for our own time and world.    



What Are You Building this Advent? 
Inspired by a text of Thomas Merton 
 
    During Advent a great many readings at our Eucharistic celebrations are 
about building.  Isaiah holds out the hope of rebuilding the House of God in 
Jerusalem, and, secondarily, of rebuilding the destroyed kingdom of Judah.  We 
also hear Jesus’ parables about building; e.g., about the necessity of a solid 
foundation when you build a home to live in. 
    Advent is also a time when we are told, over and over again, that we are 
God’s house.  Thomas Merton, in the Sign of Jonah, points out: “I am full of the 
racket of my imperfections and passions, the wide open wounds left by my sins, 
and full of my own emptiness—yet, ruined as my own house is, You live there!” 
    What we have to build is what the Jewish people of old had to build—a House 
for God.  Jesus tells us that this House is meant to be a house of prayer for all 
Peoples.  But before that could be built it was necessary to rebuild the houses 
of prayer, and faith, which were those who had returned from exile in Babylon to 
a ruined Jerusalem.  Yet, historically speaking, what they did first was rebuild 
physical houses for themselves.  Their first concern was not their relationship 
with God but their personal comfort and security.  It took the prophesying of 
Haggai and Zechariah to wake them up to the fact that one who is not a house 
where God dwells cannot live a secure or worthwhile life at all. 
    Jesus makes it clear that an official House of God will not be used as a house 
of prayer if our individual house of God, the one Merton talked about, doesn’t 
rest on a firm foundation.  It is the foundation which Advent calls us to attend 
to.  That foundation is prayer.  An official House of Prayer doesn’t cause anyone 
to pray.  Rather it is the dedication to prayer of each individual member of God’s 
People that leads them to pray in the official building.  How dedicated are we to 
prayer? 
    An ancient story says that one day King Solomon took a walk and came upon 
an anthill.  All the ants formed up in rows to honor the king, except one who 
kept carrying grains of sand from a large pile.  Solomon asked the ant: Why are 
you trying to move a pile so big you can never finish.  Because, the ant replied, 
a cow stepped on our next and created this pile; under it are the eggs for a new 
generation of ants.  If our community is to live on we must uncover them.  That 
is more important than honoring you. 
    The story asks the question: What do you think is essential for the life of your 
community?  Solomon knew the answer was God.  Even if there are as many 
obstacles within us as without and even if they seem to have no end, we must 
not give up.  Think of this teaching: “All my life I have listened to the words of 
the sages. I have learned that study is not the goal, doing is.  Don’t mistake talk 
for action, for pity fills no stomach and compassion builds no homes nor does 
understanding lead to just treatment of others.  But true prayer always leads to 
active love for others.”  Our prayer must lead to practical love of one another if 
it is to be like Jesus’ prayer.  If it is not like his it does not lead to God & life. 
    



In Whom Do You Place Your Trust? 
Inspired by a reflection of Carroll Stuhlmueller 
 
    The other day we heard the Gospel story of two blind men who ran stumbling 
after Jesus, pleading for compassion and healing.  They caught up to him when 
he came to the house where he was staying.  The dialogue between them, and 
the way Jesus tests what we often think of as their faith are crucial.  The word 
we translate as ‘faith’ is better translated as ‘trust’.  Jesus evokes their trust and 
heals them, but directs their attention away from himself by saying, “It is your 
trust that has healed you”.  Trusting wholly in God that brings about healing. 
    Scripture presents the sin of Adam and Eve as one of refusing to trust in God.  
They decide to trust in themselves rather than God.  We are all entangled in this 
sin.  Jesus calls us to stop trusting in ourselves or our human capacities, and to  
begin, at last, to put all our trust and hope in God.  To trust in God, first and last 
and always is to let God be our hope—not our endowments or talents or skills 
or knowledges, or all of these together.  If we are preparing for Christ’s coming 
we have to prepare to trust and hope in God absolutely.  That is what Jesus did, 
and what he would teach us to do.  It is the lesson of the Cross and of Advent. 
    Now we “see” the heart of our relationship with our God.  The two blind men 
had come to the end of every hope except God.  Jesus was the catalyst who 
brought all their disappointments and sufferings and depressions together so 
that they turned to God.  They knew that he was bringing healing to all sorts of 
people for almost every illness and incapacity they had ever heard of. 
    Haven’t we come to that same point?  Haven’t we learned that no human 
ingenuity or capacity can take our lives, and those of all the world—especially 
the multitude of those who are suffering and sick and powerless, and heal what 
is broken and wrong?  So why aren’t we running after Jesus crying out to him 
from the depths of our hearts?  We were meant to grow gradually into complete 
trust in our God but we have grown in all sorts of other directions.  We haven’t 
learned to trust anyone without conditions or limitations. 
    Jesus, down through the ages, has sent an army of workers into the harvest 
the Heavenly Father has planted and cultivated.  He sent people to lead us to 
Jesus.  Now he sends us to lead others to Jesus.  Think of the commission 
Jesus gave to his disciples when he sent them to do this.  How many of us are 
prepared to believe that we can do all the things Jesus told his first disciples to 
do.  Here is a test of our readiness to hope and believe that we can do such 
things just because Jesus tells us to do them. 
    Jesus says: What you have received give to others, and give it freely, seeking 
only to give the gift you have received.  Perhaps we need to begin by reflecting 
on the wonderful gifts we have received.  Perhaps we don’t yet realize what we 
have been given—especially the ability to trust our entire lives to God.  We have 
done this—or say we have.  Now Jesus calls us to live what we believe.  Setting 
out to do it is the first step in trust and transforming hope. 
 
 


