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Sunday

LET JESUS’ OBEDIENCE BE YOURS
A Reflection from a sermon by St. Hippolytus

When Jesus came to John and asked to be baptized, John hesitated. Wasn't
Jesus the One whose sandal strap John was unworthy to untie? Listen to Jesus: This is
what God wishes, and we must do it. Jesus offers himself as the perfect example of
one who always obeys the Heavenly Father’s word and will; he shows us that we are
to turn away from the destructive example of our First Parents and not to seek to
decide for ourselves what is good and bad. Rely on the leadings of your God. John
himself was the first to do as the Lord commanded. I hear your command, Lord; in
obedience, I baptize you who obey love’s call from God.

Can you grasp what great blessings, and how many blessings, we would have
lost if Jesus had not followed perfectly the Heavenly Father’s word? Scripture says:
“When Jesus had come up out of the water after baptism, immediately the heavens were
opened and the Spirit of God descended in the form of a dove and rested upon him; a voice
from heaven said: This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased”. Having descended
into sin by our own will, had we tried to ascend to God, we would have been acting
on our own will. Only in doing the will of the Heavenly Father, and leading John and

all of us to do the same, could Jesus raise us to the heavenly reality and make us again
children of God.

We are no longer slaves to what we think is our own will but are caught up
with the Lord in the heavenly reality. Now God’s will is done on earth as it is in
heaven. That is why we say the doors of the heavenly bridal chamber are flung wide
open. We become one with God in the unity that is Jesus the Christ. What was it that
Jesus did when he descended into the waters that are this world, except give himself
wholly into the hands of the Father? This is the work of the Holy Spirit. Thus, when
Jesus rose from the waters, the Holy Spirit was seen to be upon him and to abide in
him. The voice that spoke says words that are intended for us, precisely as one with
Christ. In doing the will of the Heavenly Father, we are each and all God’s beloved
children.

That is why Noah's ark is a symbol of baptism; it realizes God’s will to save all
who will obey and so love with all the heart and mind and soul. The Spirit came to
Noah to show him what to do and when to leave the ark. Jesus knew hunger, though
he fed millions; he had nowhere to lay his head, though his hand upholds the
universe; he suffered while healing, he received a blow on the cheek while giving
freedom to the entire world, and from his pierced side sprang the life-giving water of
obedience. All was done in obedient love.

Listen to me carefully. I call you to return to the life-giving fountain. I call you
to contemplate its healing waters at their source. The Son has come into the world to
baptize us with the water that is the Spirit and so give us new birth. What does this
water show us? It shows us the love with which we are loved and calls us to love
others as we ourselves are loved. Did you ever ask, 'How can we come to all this?'
Follow Christ in love. Love is the fullest obedience, and the fullest obedience is lived
love. Come, as we say symbolically, to this water and this Spirit. What God calls us to
do, God gives us the Spirit’s grace so we can do it. Believe and obey this call.



Monday
THE NATURE & PRACTICE OF SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP
From a Treatise by St. Aelred of Rievaulx

Genuine and spiritual friendship is sought on account of God and for its
own sake. Our Lord and Savior has given us the formula of true friendship when
he said: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. Behold the mirror. Do you love
yourself? Yes, and especially if you love God and so are a person worthy of being
chosen as a friend. But do you think you should expect any reward from yourself
for loving yourself? No, indeed not. By the very nature of the matter, everyone is
dear to oneself, but what if you transfer that affection to another, loving that
person gratuitously simply because your friend seems dear?

Unless you do this, you cannot savor true friendship as it is. The one whom
you love has become another self. You have transformed your love of self into
love of your friend. Friendship is not a form of tribute, as St. Ambrose says. It is a
thing full of beauty and grace and a virtue, not a thing to be used as an article in
buying and selling. It is “bought”, so to speak, with love and not money. It is
acquired by a kind of competition in generosity rather than a haggling over prices.
So, the intention of the one you have chosen as a friend must be subtly tested
because that person may not wish to be joined to you in friendship or may think of
friendship in a mercenary way and not as gratuitous.

The extraordinary and great happiness we await with God is a matter of
God’s spreading and sharing of self with creatures. He uplifts them while
respecting the degrees and orders according to which he has distinguished each
from the others. God does this among chosen, individual souls, giving to each so
much friendship and charity that each can love another as an other self. God
makes it so that each rejoices in the good fortune of the other, and so in the
happiness of the other, that the happiness of one is that of all, and a kind of
universal happiness is the possession of each. In this friendship, there is no hiding
of thoughts, no dissembling of affection.

A true and eternal friendship begins in life and is perfected in the next.
What here belongs only to a few good people, there belongs to all because all are
good. Here a testing is necessary since the wise and unwise are mixed together.
None is needed since an angelic and, in a sense, divine perfection makes all
blessed. It is to this model that we compare friends now. We love them as we love
ourselves. Our confidences are laid bare to one another. We strive to be firm and
stable, and constant in all respects. Do you think there is any human being who
does not wish to be loved in this way? And loving thus leads us to God, for it is in
loving God that we become capable of a spiritual friendship.



Tuesday

WE FIND OURSELVES IN GOD
A Reflection extracted from the “Works of God” by St. Hildegard of Bingen

Everything God creates existed in God before the beginning of time. All
things, visible and invisible, were in the pure and holy divinity from eternity. If
trees grow near a pond, they look as though they were in the water because they
are reflected in it. They appear there, however, just as they really are. So it is with
God’s creatures. God said, “Let there be!” and all creatures immediately took on
the form they had had in God before being created. That should hold for us.

How could God exist without knowledge of all his works? After being
created, each exists to fulfill the task that God eternally intended to share with it.
Each knows, ministers, and even understands, as God gives these capacities. Just
as a single ray of light causes things to cast shadows, so God’s fore-knowledge
shadows forth the forms all creatures are to receive.

When we see the splendid light of the sun, we are pointed toward the sun,
as it were. In the same way, when we learn of the angels, they point us toward
God. All creatures are the praise of God embodied, though only as shadows of
God’s fullness. The sun doesn’t exist without giving light. God’s creation only
exists as praise of God. When God said, “Let there be light”, rational light arose.
First, the angels came to be—both those who chose to remain true to God, as well
as those who fell into outer darkness, where there is no light. Some denied that
God was their true light and wanted to make someone like God, though that was
impossible.

So, God called another light into existence and clothed it with the body that
is our humanity, and he then gave us the place and the task that the fallen angels
deserted. We are to achieve in praise of God what those others refused to do. We
show angels in a human form to show that serving God continually in the spirit is
an angelic work now shared with us.

We, like good angels, must never forget we are works of God and spirits in
the service of God. Our faces must ever be turned to our God, as we imply when
we picture angels turned to the east where the sun comes from. We have life in
God, and by God’s gift and in turning to God, we find holy living and so
happiness as well. This is what it means to “live in the light”.

The angels are messengers of God to share with others what God has shared
with them. Thus, we learn to stand in their place by giving constant praise to God,
a praise we live out by sharing with others the gifts God has given us. Can there
be a better and more blessed way of life than this? This is the kind of life that God
has given us. We have only to live it to enjoy it forever.



Wednesday

The Gifts Our Relationships Cause us to Share
A Reflection taken from a text by Fr. Carroll Stuhimueller

Historically, Epiphany stands at the origin of Christmas gift-giving. This
reminds us that gifts bring happy surprises but also raise problems. To receive a
gift, for instance, is to feel an obligation to respond with a gift, even if it is only a
note of thanks. Sometimes this obligation is very much unwelcome. When Magi
showed up in Jerusalem, they were demanding to be welcomed into the Jewish
community of mutual support based on their call from God to a special
relationship. They didn’t want to share this relationship and its benefits. But like it
or not, because these foreigners had come to find God’s gift of a Savior, things
would never be the same.

The Magi had come for a strange reason. It is like meeting someone in a
public place and finding that one is falling in love and inviting a new kind of
person into one’s family community. We never know what surprises God intends
for us when he brings us together with strangers. Yet hadn’t Isaiah prophesied
that strangers would come bringing wondrous gifts for the Temple and would
share Israel’s special relationship with God? Now, some of the oddest people turn
out to be co-heirs with us of our God’s gifts. This causes us to change almost as
much as having children changes their parents. Things we never thought existed
within us begin to appear. These new relationships reveal hidden resources and
talents we had not known existed, or could exist in us!

We need to pay attention to the signals that God gives us when he causes us
to have new relationships and so breaks down barriers that formerly existed in us.
We find new occasions to forgive and to give, new hopes and desires, new ways of
being kind and of caring for one another. These come to us like the “new star,”
and the Magi come to Israel. These things forced Israel to recall Isaiah’s
prophecies, and the results are still challenges that can seem unwelcome. They are
challenges to us also—to accept Israel in its ways and differences. Does God really
want to call all peoples to one huge and complex community? What do you have
to do to prepare for the day when it is revealed in all its demands and wonders?

The Lord Jesus wants to lead us to recognize the best about ourselves by
enabling us to see the goodness in others and its difference from my own. We
need a humble heart to open ourselves to such gifts and receive so many very
different people and ways of life into our own lives.



Thursday

LIVING AS DISCIPLES OF ST. BENEDICT
A Reflection developed from a homily by St. Aelred of Rievaulx

St. Gregory the Great tells us that St. Benedict was filled with the spirit of all
the just. In his Rule sparkles the gold of Augustine, the silver of Jerome, the double-
dyed purple of Gregory, and the jewel-like sayings of many other holy fathers. But
his most precious memory is that of his disciples and their way of life. St. Paul says,
“The temple of God is holy, and you are that temple”. In us, the Lord will reign forever,
and yet presently we are on pilgrimage, tabernacles more than temples. Such a
tabernacle is borne by many shoulders, yours too. From whom do you learn how to
carry it?

Listen to what St. Benedict teaches: “Let them most patiently bear one another’s
infirmities, whether of body or of habit”. Think of the example given by two of his
disciples, Maur and Placid. Acting in obedience, Placid took upon himself a task he
wasn't fully prepared for and, without intending, found himself in “over his head”,
as we say. He was being carried away without being able to master himself and cried
out in his heart for help. God revealed this to his spiritual father, who immediately
sent a more mature disciple to help him. This one so forgot himself in love for his
spiritual father and for his fellow disciple that the Lord worked a miracle through
him and saved the endangered brother.

This is the kind of thing that will happen as long as the tabernacles we remain
in the world. We have to be carried by others, and so we have to love both the Lord
and one another with all our hearts, forgetting ourselves and our ordinary fears and
concerns for the sake of the obedience of love.

Each one of us has a unique gift from God, one has this gift and another has
that one. One can make an offering of extra work, another of extra prayer, another of
extra fasting, or extra Lectio. But Benedict cautions us, “no one shall say or presume to
think of anything as his own”. This is not just a matter of cowls and robes but far more
of our strengths and spiritual gifts. No one, therefore, should boast about any grace
given by God. That is what we learn especially from the examples of St. Maur and St.
Placid and the persons they became through obedient love.

No one should envy another because of some grace. God can immediately
bring to perfection anyone he pleases and bestows on that person any virtue he
pleases. In his caring way, however, he causes each to need others. Thus, humility is
cultivated and preserved, charity is increased, and unity is recognized. Each thus has
the benefit of the virtues of others while preserving humility by the consciousness of
individual weakness.

The greatest sweetness is that of fraternal love. Don’t let flies get into this
ointment and die, then its sweetness is ruined. I am talking about things like
cupidity, envy, and suspicion. This sort of fault can lead even to a kind of
spiritual homicide. The worst sort of homicide is killing oneself by vice or another
by bad example. It is to avoid such disasters that we must continue in spiritual
exercises. It is a part of being buried with Jesus so that we may be like him in
death to all that is not the Father’s will or love. We must always seek to walk in
newness of life. We do this best when, like Placid and Maur, we help one another
out of love for our spiritual fathers and for one another.



Friday

OUR BAPTISM WITH JESUS
Reflections on the Gospel with C. Stuhimueller & D. Bergant

All four Gospels present the ministry of Jesus by talking about his baptism by
John the Baptist. The Acts of the Apostles makes it clear that this was part of the
teaching all new Christians received. They were taught that their new faith was the
fulfillment of the hopes and faith of Israel. It did not occur to any of our forbears in
faith that theirs was a religion different than that of Israel. This is the point Pope
Pius XI made in calling us “spiritual Semites”.

Israel had been called to “turn to” God; this is the Hebrew way of thinking of
“conversion”. John's baptism was a public declaration that one was turning to God
with one’s whole life. God’s Son, the second person of the Trinity, has been turning
to the Father and giving Himself totally to the Father, from whom he has his very
being. That is what Jesus acts out on a human level when he goes to be baptized. It
is what he calls us to do in our baptism and calls us to do today in our Sunday
liturgy.

Isaiah prayed: “O Lord, why do you let us wander from your ways? ... O that
you would rend open the heavens and come down...” (63: 15ff). As Jesus came up
from the waters of his baptism, the heavens were rent, and the Holy Spirit
descended on Him. God the Father declared: This is my beloved Son in whom 1
am well pleased. In this graphic way, we see the fulfillment of Israel’s hopes,
and of our own. Our faith is not simply a matter of correct doctrine but of
leading us into the life of Jesus as he shows us how to turn at every moment of
life, even its worst, to God in surrender and trust and love — for God and all
God’s people.

This sort of lived union with God in Jesus is now what we hope for. We are
asked to share what is best in our lives — our call from God and our oneness in love
with Jesus — with everyone we can. The emphasis is not on our sins but on the
turning to God, which is automatically a turning away from sin. The Gospels take
great pains to show that in Jesus the mysterious prophesies of the Servant Songs of
Isaiah are fulfilled. Notice what the Servant is to do: “He shall bring forth justice to
the nations, .. open the eyes of the blind.., bring out prisoners from confinement”.
He will do all this with tenderness so as not to harm those who have already been
hurt. All this is possible because of the Spirit of the Lord, given to the Servant.

The references to Israel’s traditions trace the progression of God’s plan of
salvation for all. It began long ago and now passes through Jesus as God’s most
excellent Servant. It continues through the followers of Jesus. The same ministry as
Jesus was given is now given to us, and through the coming of the same Spirit. We
live in a time of much unrest, and our world seems always poised on the brink of
chaos. But the Bible tells us God rules over chaos. We are asked to trust in God, as
Jesus did; that is what it means to turn to God every day. Water symbolizes chaos in
the Bible. But Jesus comes forth from the waters after his baptism to begin his
ministry and bring order to those who will turn to God. He didn’t look backward
but forward to the task ahead. God says to each of us: You are my servant whom I
uphold and in whom I am well pleased.



Saturday

THE STRUGGLE TO LOVE GOD WHOLLY
A Reflection from The Life of Anthony by St. Athanasius
After Anthony’s conversion, temptations came to plague him. The Devil, the

hater and envier of good, couldn’t bear to see a young man make a resolution to love
God above all things. So, he began by deploying his ordinary tactics against him.

First, the devil tried to cause him to desert the life of training in love of God by
reminding him of the property he had, his responsibility to care for his younger
sister, the bonds of kinship and its obligations, the love of wealth, the desire to be
well-known, all the various pleasures connected with eating, as well as every other
amenity that can make life nicer.

Second, the devil caused him to imagine all the hard things and austerities and
the hard work that goes with the struggle to acquire virtue. He called attention to
the fact that the body is weak and an entire lifetime is a long time. In short, the devil
caused a kind of great dust cloud of arguments to rise up in his mind that worked to
get him to abandon his set purpose of giving his entire life to God.

However, the Enemy quickly saw that he was powerless so long as Anthony
kept his determination firm. Indeed, the devil saw that he was the one who was
losing the struggle because of Anthony’s steadfastness. The devil was being
overcome by a solid faith supported by means of constant prayer.

The Enemy put his trust in the weapons furnished by a person’s own body,
especially that part of the body located near the belly button. This is the devil’s
preferred snare for the young, and he was proudly confident. So, he attacked this
young man (Anthony was a teenager at the time of his conversion and choice of the
monastic way) at night and made his life difficult by day. Even those who saw
Anthony could tell that a struggle was going on between him and the Enemy.

The devil would provoke filthy thoughts, but the young man would dissipate
them by prayer. The Enemy would try to incite him to lust, but Anthony would fill
himself with shame and so surround his whole body with faith. The desperate devil
even masqueraded as a woman who came at night, making her attractive in every
possible way simply to deceive Anthony. But he filled his mind with thoughts of
Christ, reflected on the nobility of a soul as it comes from God, and thought of its
spiritual character. That put out the burning of temptation.

Again and again, the Enemy caused him to imagine pleasure’s seductive
charms. But Anthony reacted by getting angry and feeling sadness, keeping his
imagination fixed on the threat of hellfire and its pain and corruption. He used these
thoughts like a shield and came through all the temptations unharmed.

This whole sequence of events put the Enemy himself to shame. He had
imagined himself to be like God, and here he was being made a fool by a mere youth.
In his conceit, he had looked down on all creatures of flesh and blood, and here he
was being driven off by a being of mere flesh. Indeed, the Lord works with and in
young Anthony and in us. The One who took on flesh and blood for our sakes gave
Anthony complete victory in his body, and over the Devil himself. Let this be a
lesson for all who struggle in earnest for God. As St. Paul says, “Not I, but the grace of
God within me” wins the victory.



