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The Faith That Obeys God 
A reflection by Caryll Houselander 
 
    “Mary set out and went as quickly as she could to a town in the hill country of 
Judah.  She went into Zechariah’s house and greeted Elizabeth.” (Lk. 1:39ff)  At 
times it may seem to us that there is no purpose in our lives, that going day after 
day to the same work and in the same place is nothing but waste and weariness.  
But it may be that God has sent us to this place because otherwise Christ would 
not be there.  That alone makes it worthwhile. 
   In St. Luke’s opening sentence we feel the rush of Mary’s kindness and warmth, 
the sudden urgency of love that sent her hurrying over the hills.  These were the 
days in which Christ was being formed in her; the impulse was Christ’s impulse.  
Many women, if they were expecting a child would refuse to hurry over hills on a 
visit of pure kindness.  They would say they had a duty to themselves and to their 
unborn child which came before anything or anyone else.  The Mother of God 
thought no such thing. 
    Elizabeth was going to have a child too, and although Mary’s child was God, 
she could not forget Elizabeth’s need.  It is characteristic of her!  Mary greeted 
Elizabeth and at the sound of her voice John quickened in his mother’s womb 
and leapt for joy.  “I am come”, said Christ, “that all may have life, and may have 
it more abundantly.”  Even before he was born his presence gave life. 
    If Christ is growing in us, if we are at peace, recollected, because we know that 
however insignificant our life seems to be, from it God is forming his very self in 
us; if we go with eager will, in haste, to whatever our circumstances dictate, 
because we believe that God desires to be in that place, we shall find that we are 
driven more and more to act on the impulse of God’s love.  And the response we 
shall evoke from others will be an awakening into life, or the leap into joy of the 
already awakened life within them. 
   It is not necessary at this stage of our contemplation to speak to others of the 
mystery of life growing in us.  It is only necessary to give ourselves, all that we 
are, to that life and to praying without ceasing.  A continual effort to concentrate 
our mind is not necessary but by a growing awareness that Christ is being 
formed in our lives from what we are is essential. 
    We must trust God for this. It is not a time to see God’s face; we must possess 
God secretly and in darkness, as the earth possess a seed.  We must not try to 
force Christ’s growth within us but with a deep gratitude for the light burning 
secretly in our darkness, we must fold our concentrated love upon God and 
Jesus, surrounding, holding and nourishing it like a seed in faith’s darkness, just 
as the earth does for an ordinary seed. 
    We must be swift to obey the winged impulses of God’s love, carrying Jesus to 
wherever he longs to be. Those who recognize his presence will be stirred, like 
Elizabeth, with new life.  They will know Jesus’ presence, not by any special 
beauty or power shown by us, but in the way that the bud knows the presence of 
light, by an unfolding in themselves, a putting forth, of their own beauty in 
response to God’s presence and love.  God does this through us. 



Falling in Love with the God Who is in Love with Us 
A reflection by St. Catherine of Siena 
 

    O the depth of love!  What heart could keep from breaking at the 
sight of your greatness descending to out human lowliness?  We are 
your image, and now by making yourself one with us you have 
become our image.  And why?  For Love!  You, God, became human 
and we have been made divine!  In the name of this unspeakable love 
I beg you: Have mercy on your creatures. 
    I am imperfect and full of darkness.  Yet you, perfect and lightsome, 
have shown me perfection and the light filled path of your only 
begotten Son’s teaching.  I was dead and you revived me.  I was sick 
and you gave me medicine, and not only the blood that you gave to 
the sick human race in the person of your Son; you gave me also a 
medicine against a hidden sickness I hadn’t seen, by teaching me that 
I can never sit in judgment on any person, especially on your 
servants.  For I, blind and weak as I was from this sickness, have 
often judged others under the pretext of working for your honor and 
their salvation. 
    O immeasurably tender love!  Who would not be set afire by such 
love?  You, deep well of charity, it seems you are so madly in love 
with your creatures that you could not live without us!  Yet you are 
our God, and have no need of us.  Your greatness is no greater for 
our well-being, nor are you harmed by any harm that comes to us, for 
you are supreme and eternal goodness.  What could move you to 
such mercy?  Neither duty nor any need you have of us—sinful and 
wicked debtors—but only love! 
   O eternal Father!  O fiery abyss of charity!  O eternal beauty, O 
eternal wisdom, O eternal Goodness, O eternal mercy!  O hope and 
refuge of sinners!  O generosity immeasurable!  O eternal and infinite 
Good!  O mad lover!  And you have need of your creature?!  It seems 
so to me, for you act as if you could not live without your creature, 
and yet you are Life itself, and everything has life from you.   So why 
are you so mad?  You have fallen in love with what you have made!  
You are so pleased and delighted at your creature you seem drunk 
with desire for this creature’s salvation.  I run away from you and you 
go looking for me. You clothed yourself in our humanity, and nearer 
than that you could not have come.  How can I not be mad with love 
for you? 
 



Be Silent Before the Word of God 
A reflection by Julian of Vezalay 
 
    While everything was hushed and still, your almighty Word, O Lord, leaped 
down from your royal throne.  In these words Scripture, written long before the 
event, it was made known that God’s Word would leave his Father’s tender 
embrace and come down into Mary’s womb to bring us his message of salvation.  
Now, in these last times, God has spoken to us through his Son.  He has said: 
This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased: Listen to Him.  He came, 
humbling himself to raise us up, becoming poor to make us rich, and  becoming 
human to make us divine. 
    But those he was to redeem needed to have great trust and hope that the Word 
would indeed come to them with effective power.  That is why the Word is 
described as almighty.  So lost, so wholly abandoned to unhappiness, was the 
human race, that it could only trust a Word that was almighty.  Otherwise its hope 
would be weak and tremulous.  To give lost humanity an absolute assurance of 
being saved from sin and its effects, the Word that came to save us is almighty! 
    How mighty was the Word?  When neither heaven nor anything under the 
heavens as yet had any existence, the Word spoke and they came into being, 
made out of nothing.  The almighty power of the Word created substance and 
shape at the same time. At the command: “Let there be a world” the world came 
into being.  And when he decreed, “Let there be human beings”, human beings 
were created. 
    Yet the Word of God didn’t remake creatures as easily as they were made.  A 
simple command made them.  They are remade by suffering.  It is only human 
beings who show obstinate disregard for God’s words that cause distress by 
their sinning.  That is why God came down from the royal throne and didn’t shrink 
from being enclosed in the Virgin’s womb or from entering into a union with poor 
lost humanity.  As a newborn, in swaddling bands, God the Creator of the world, 
lay in a manger.  
    And so there came about a deep silence.  Everything was still. The voices of 
even prophets and apostles were hushed.  Between these two proclamations a 
period of silence had come. In the midst of this silence the Father’s almighty 
Word leaped down from his royal throne and came as a human being to human 
beings, as a mortal to mortals, as savior to save the dead from death. 
    Let us all pray that the Word of the Lord may come again today to us, as we 
keep silence.  Let us pray that we may hear what the Lord God says to us, not just 
with words but in our hearts’ silence.  Let us silence our many desires, let us 
silence the importunings of the flesh.  Let us silence the vainglorious fantasies of 
imagination.  Let us make ourselves silent so we can listen to what Spirit is 
saying.  As long as we fix our attention upon ordinary things we can’t hear what 
the Spirit says.  Let silence fill our hearts and minds and mouths and call forth 
our faith.  The Spirit speaks to faith.  Where God’s Word is there is God’s Spirit.  
And where God’s Spirit is there is our salvation and joy. 
 



Out of Love God Visits Us Even Now 
A reflection from a sermon by Guerric of Igny 
 
    Our King, our Savior, is coming!  Run to meet him!  That our Savior is coming 
to reconcile the world and bring everlasting life is good news indeed!  How 
beautiful are the feet of those who bring good tidings and make known peace!  
Messages like these are like water from the springs of salvation to slake our 
thirst.  We can respond with Elizabeth: Why is this granted to me, that my Lord 
should come to me?  The very voice of greeting brought the news.  But I leaped 
for joy and eagerness to run ahead to meet my Savior.  
    Let’s jump up and run in spirit to meet him.  Let’s hail him, even if he seems far 
away. Let’s worship him, saying: “Come, Lord, save me and I shall really be 
saved.  Come, Lord, and show us your face so that we may all be saved.  We have 
been waiting for you!  Be our help in time of trouble.”  Thus the prophets and 
saints of old ran to meet the Messiah with immense desire to see with their eyes 
what they saw in spirit.  We too look forward eagerly to the day on which we will 
celebrate the anniversary of Christ’s birth.  Scripture itself insists joy should fill 
our spirit with longing for his coming again.  We are to strain forward to see even 
now what the future holds in store for us all. 
    I believe that the many texts of scripture which urge us to go out to meet Christ 
speak of Christ’s first coming as truly as of his second.  This may raise a 
question in your mind.  Surely, though, we are to understand that just as our 
bodies will rise up rejoicing at his second coming, so our hearts will run forward 
in joy as we greet again the proclamation of his first coming. 
    Between these two comings of his, the Lord frequently visits us individually, in 
accordance with His love and with our desires and readiness.  Our  eagerness 
itself forms us to the likeness of his first coming in the flesh; that prepares us for 
his return at the end of time.  He comes now to make sure that we don’t lose the 
fruits of his first coming and so incur wrath at his second.  His purpose now is to 
covert our pride into the humility he showed by reminding us he first came so 
that he might refashion our lowly bodies into the likeness of that glorious body 
which he will manifest when he comes again.  Receive his love and be 
transformed by it. 
    Grace accompanied his first coming and glory will surround his last.  This in-
between coming is a combination of both these realities.  We experience the 
consolations of grace as the reality of God’s love for us, and we receive that as a 
kind of foretaste of perfect love of glory. Blessed are those whose burning love 
gains for them such an experience. 
    So even if we have not yet experienced such wonderful consolation, we are 
encouraged by firm faith and a pure heart to wait patiently.  In joy and in 
confidence let us say: I know the one in whom I have put my trust; I am confident 
of his power to guard what has been placed in my charge until the day when our 
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, comes in glory! Praise to Him for ever and 
ever! 
 



The Source of Christmas Joy 
A reflection adapted from a text by Jean Vanier 
 

    Only when I discover that God loves me in spite of all my 
infidelities, only then do I really discover the mercy of God—as shown 
to me!  Only when I know this will I discover the compassionate face 
of Jesus, his true face.  Only then will I discover that I was a captive, 
that I was oppressed and that Jesus comes to break the yoke that 
traps me.  I am the one who had the yoke on my shoulders and did 
not know it.  I was blind and insensitive. 
    Lord Jesus, now you have liberated me.  You have made me free 
indeed.  Jesus comes to make us free.  He does it by giving us the 
freedom of the Spirit.  He does it by taking away the yoke that crushes 
on and weighs down our shoulders with such pain.  He lets us share 
the yoke he himself bears, of doing everything out of love for the 
Father and in the joy of returning the love of the Father.  This is 
shown us in Jesus. 
    God doesn’t free us from worries or work, of whatever kind.  He 
doesn’t free us from our problems.  But those problems turn out to be 
such small matters when we let God send his Spirit to fill us and 
guide us.  “Come to me, all you who labor, and find rest.”  No matter 
what the worries under which you labor put them all into the hands of 
Jesus and leave them there. 
   If you are firmly and deeply convinced that you are weak and 
inadequate or incapable, why is it that your decisions are so often 
contaminated by ego centered motives?  You are being unfaithful to 
the Spirit that Jesus has given all who will believe in Him.  This is 
unloving.  Yes, our decisions are too often tainted by ego-centered 
motivations, but Jesus will transform our hearts and give us new 
strength and a new heart. 
   Do not be afraid to be aware of your weakness.  At the same time 
you can hold onto a living and burning hope in Jesus and in the 
strength of the Spirit.  Jesus is with us!  Jesus helps us!  Jesus loves 
us and guides us.  Once we know this we can begin to love without 
the burden of worry.  The celebration of Christmas is about Jesus’ 
coming to us with these gifts.  They are not ordinary gifts but ones 
Jesus alone has to give.  To receive them open your heart to Jesus’ 
love—in all sorts of deeds of kindness and service to one another. 

 



Waking Up To God’s Christmas Plans 
A reflection inspired by a text of Megan McKenna 
 
    We have just woken up to the reality that is Christmas.  It is the realization that 
the One True and Living God has come to us with a plan for our future, and that 
of the whole human race.  It is the realization that we are not the masters of our 
future but that God is.  It is the realization that our dreams of peace and love are 
only going to be realized in the measure that they are part of God’s plans for the 
“conversion” of every last human being—living and dead.  You might term this 
statement the first line in a primer about who is really in charge of everything! 
    God created the heavens, the entire universe, and the earth within it, and each 
of us as inhabitants of the earth.  God has a plan for the universe, for our earth, 
and for each and all of us and it begins by calling us to realize that we were 
created to serve God and to love and support one another in rendering that 
service.  Yes, God intends to bring the fullness of life to everyone!  Yes, God 
intends that there by real justice for all!  God is always creating what are to us 
new and unexpected paths to life and justice and peace.  We are crucial to God’s 
plan and we begin to cooperate in it by helping to bring justice and a good life to 
the weak and oppressed and to all the marginalized of our planet.  That’s what we 
are to wake up to this Christmas morning.  Probably it is not what we were 
expecting.  Get out of bed and get to work on the fulfillment of my Plan for 
Humankind!  That’s our God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, speaking to us. 
    With Joseph, with Mary, with the ancient prophets of Israel, with John the 
Baptist, with Zechariah and Elizabeth, with the remnant of Israel, with the poor of 
the earth, we are called to contemplate and to sing and worship the Christ who is 
the bringer of God’s Plan—not of our plan or plans but of God’s.  It is a plan of 
love, even if those who do not believe in our God and his Christ may not see 
things that way.  We need to pause, to close our eyes, and to contemplate in 
wonder the awesome depths and breadth of God’s love for all of us, and for “me” 
in particular.  We need to enter into a kind of solitude with God.  We need to call 
upon the Spirit which overshadowed Mary, and ask for such understanding as we 
need and for the grace to surrender self to God’s Plan of Salvation.  We need to 
listen to the song of all those who have heard God’s voice in Jesus and are 
responding with joy even in the midst of great trials.  We need to let the infinite 
compassion and mercy of our God sink into us.  We need to sing the song of 
Emmanuel, God with us, and God who has come to be poor and human and 
rejected by many.  God invites us to be like Jesus.  So on this Christmas Day we 
need to reflect about what being like Jesus calls us to become, as part of the host 
who have begun to labor with God and with Jesus the Christ, to fulfill God’s Plan 
for life and justice and peace—starting with compassion and mercy. 
 
 
 
 
 



The Demands Christmas Makes 
A reflection inspired by a text of Megan McKenna 
 
    Why does the feast of the first Christian martyr follow right after the celebration 
of the birth of Christ?  It is because Jesus’ message is a call to “repentance”; i.e., 
a call to think about oneself and others in a new way, and a way that makes 
demands that can seem harsh.  St. Stephen was accused of pretty much what 
Jesus was accused of, trying to put an end to the Jerusalem Temple and its 
worship.  The accusation was in both cases false.  That is what the New 
Testament declares.  The issue was actually whether recognizing Jesus as the 
Messiah sent by God is Good News or instead a blasphemy.  When no ordinary 
argument against Jesus could stand up to Stephen’s argument for him the 
decision was made to “shut him up” by killing him.  So right after Christmas 
peace and joy are proclaimed, we are summoned to face the fact that such peace 
and joy are inner more than outer realities.  The outer reality is that we Christians 
must, at all costs, be made to stop proclaiming Jesus as the bearer of the only 
healing there is for our sins and our sinful ways of living. 
    Listen to the conclusion to Stephen’s speech before the Sanhedrin:  “You 
stubborn people, with your pagan hearts and pagan ears.  You are always 
resisting the Holy Spirit.”  This enraged the members of the Sanhedrin but while 
they were as yet uncertain about how to shut Stephen up he had a vision and 
proclaimed it: “Look!  There is an opening in the sky and there is the Son of 
Man—Jesus—standing at God’s right hand!”  They couldn’t allow them-selves to 
hear this!  Without benefit of judicial processes the Sanhedrin turned itself into a 
mob and stoned Stephen to death.  He died forgiving his killers, as had Jesus.  He 
died, giving himself and his life to God, as had Jesus. 
    Jesus has come and it is our God-given responsibility to proclaim not only this 
fact but its consequences for every living person.  If fulfilling that responsibility 
has the consequence of rejection, abuse, persecution and even death then we too 
must accept this.  The consequences of the birth of a baby in an out-of-the-way 
suburb of Jerusalem, called Bethlehem, the “City of David”, can be very harsh, 
whether you accept or reject his claim to be the inheritor of David’s throne and 
authority, and even of Divine authority, or reject it.  We awake from our dream of 
universal peace to the harsh reality that the “world” rejects Jesus, as we know 
and believe him to be, and, above all, rejects his call to repent and to change our 
way of thinking about pretty much everything. 
    St. John Paul II said it this way: “Dear brothers and sisters, the witness that the 
martyr Stephen gave to Christ reminds us that the Gospel is difficult and 
demanding.  However, the grace of the Holy Spirit continues to act in hearts, 
convincing them to give generous assent to it”.  Today we are called to give that 
assent without worrying but trusting the Spirit.  Are we ready to believe that?  
Then we must be ready to live accordingly! 
 


