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INTRODUCTION

Dear Friends:
Thank you for joining the St. Josemaria Institute as we prepare to welcome Christ into
our hearts this Christmas.
The Advent season provides an opportunity to pause and re lect on the central moment
in history when God took on our lesh and began to walk among us. It is a time to ready
ourselves for our eventual meeting with the very person whom we are awaiting and trying
to imitate, our Lord Jesus Christ.
In recent years, the celebration of Christmas has become increasingly secularized and
consumer-driven, taking away from the spiritual nature of the season. St Josemaria
reminds us that Advent is "a marvelous time in which to renew your desire, your
nostalgia, your real longing for Christ to come––for him to come every day to your soul
in the Eucharist. The Church encourages us: He is about to arrive!" (The Forge, no. 548).
This Advent season, how are you going to renew your desire to welcome Christ? How will you
welcome Christ into your amily? Into your work place? Into your community of peers?
The St. Josemaria Institute is pleased to share this devotional as a companion to your
spiriual journey this Advent season. It is our hope that this resource will help you re lect
on the beauty and mystery of Christmas in an intimate and personal way. We encourage
you to not simply use these re lections in such a way that it becomes another ask as you
prepare to celebrate Christmas. This season, create opportunities to slow down and dwell
on the richness of the faith. Allow these meditations to serve as nourishment for not only
this Advent season but also as you celebrate the Christmas season and the New Year.
Together let's make this Advent a prayerful and peaceful time of preparation to welcome
our King and Savior, Jesus Christ, on Christmas Day!
The St. Josemaria Institute Team
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A

SPIRITUAL

PLAN

FOR

ADVENT

As the joy of the Christmas season approaches, it often brings with it an increased
amount of stress with the additional tasks that need to be accomplished. Without careful
planning, the season can be uickly swallowed up by special events, gatherings, shopping,
decorating, and other obligations. Although the Christmas festivities are joyous in
nature, they can often lead us astray from the true reason we are celebrating this season.
Taking the time to make a spiritual plan for Advent can help you ind peace and joy in
your day and help deepen your relationship with Jesus Christ as you prepare to welcome
him this Christmas. As St. Josemaria Escriva wrote, “Our Lord is uite happy if we offer
him little tokens of love any moment of the day. Try to commit yourself to a plan of life
and to keep to it…” (Friends of God, no. 149).
To help you get started, below are several goals that can serve as a base for your spiritual
plan this season:
DAILY
1. Wake up at a ixed time.
2. Offer your day to God through the intercession of Our Lady.
3. Spend 10 - 15 minutes in mental prayer. Do some spiritual reading––10 to 15 minutes is
a good goal. During Advent, you can use the daily re lections in this companion guide
for your prayer and reading.
4. Work with order and intensity during the day as a way of serving God. Set goals and
establish priorities in order to develop a practical schedule.
5. Make a short examination of conscience at the end of the day before going to bed.
Two or three minutes is enough. Follow these steps: Humble yourself in the presence
of God. Tell him, "Lord, if you will, you can make me clean." Ask for light to
acknowledge your defects and virtues and to see the dangers and opportunities of the
day. Ask for repentance, amendment, and encouragement.
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ADVENT

WEEKLY
1. Center all activities around the Holy Mass on Sunday. It is also a family day – for rest
and spiritual growth.
2. Spend a few hours in recollection, best done before the Blessed Sacrament. Consider
how you are directing your life toward God.
3. During this extended time of recollection and prayer, you might listen to the weekly
podcast from the St. Josemaria Institute–a 30 minute meditation intended to inspire
and guide you in your mental prayer.
4. Saturday is traditionally dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. Honor her and say a
special prayer, such as the Hail Holy ueen or a Rosary.
SEASONALLY
1. Go to Confession at least once a month. It is the sacrament of joy.
2. Stay in the presence of God: be aware that he is always close to you. Try to please him
in everything as a child tries to please his/her parents.
3. Thank God for the graces that he constantly gives you.
4. Do everything for the love of God: this is purity of intention. Always purify your
intention. Make acts of contrition and atonement for your sins and sins of others.
5. Do an act of service. (Volunteer at a food pantry, homeless shelter, organize a coat
drive, etc. Volunteer on your own or with friends/family members.)

Adapted from the Handbook of Prayers (Seventh American Edition, 2011)
Published by Midwest Theological Forum
Copyright © 1992-2011 Rev. James Socias
Content may not be reprinted or published without permission.
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FIRST
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AND

REFLECT

God Is With Us: Advent Teaches Us to Receive What We Already Have
Rev. John Henry Hanson, O. Praem.
"It's necessary to be convinced that God is always near us.
Too often we live as though our Lord were somewhere ar of , in the heavens high above.
We ail to realize that he is also by our side–always."
The Way, no. 267

God’s nearness is one of the most startling realizations for those who have begun living
the spiritual life in earnest. That God sees and hears me, that He is both working through
and loving me in all circumstances is a revelation that immediately inspires wonder. But
it also normally gets people trying to igure out what every event and detail of their lives
means. Eventually you ind out that God doesn’t want you to know, doesn’t want you to
assemble all the jigsaw pieces. Many facets of His providence will remain mysterious until
the day we die. What He wants is a closeness to you that inspires, not curiosity, but
trust.t.
Once God has become real to you, taking that awareness to a deeper level and making it a
permanent thing, is commonly called the practice of the presence of God. Often it takes the
form of “experimenting” with ways to remind yourself that God is near at hand, that you
share in “the fullness of Him who ills all things in every way” (Eph 1:23). But more than a
techni ue it is full immersion in the reality that God is the “deepest center of the soul,” as
St John of the Cross says. It is to live with the habitual awareness that “in Him we live
and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28), while creating a sensitivity that renders one
responsive to the Lord’s every inspiration—however slight or delicate.
Our efforts to do this can only be pleasing to Him. Even if we sometimes tune-out and
forget, or are simply overloaded with cares and responsibilities, at least we show where
our heart, mind, and affections want to ind their solace. In fact, if God dwells at the
soul’s core, then this profound and hidden attentiveness to Him is what the “practice”
should lead to. It’s easy enough to feel God’s presence in a church building, but to be as
carefully attuned to it at the grocery store is a sign of a living, real, and deepening
relationship.
8

Advent makes us think about how and why we seek to live in the Lord’s presence, because
at the end of Advent we will celebrate how and why God came to live in our presence.
The problem posed by the gospel for the First Sunday of Advent makes us ponder this
uestion, as we are left to wonder what went wrong for these individuals left behind (Mt
24:37-44). Featuring pairs of indistinguishable people— ield hands laboring, women
milling grain, two lying in one bed—the gospel shows that they are yet separated by
something secret. Among people otherwise indistinct—and the Lord describes them so
on purpose—there’s a hidden lack of attention that decides their salvation. Inside,
something is missing. And that crucial missing piece has the power to separate wheat
from chaff, sheep from goats, the wise from the foolish, the saved from the lost.
There is a culpable blindness to God that divides those who are taken from those who are
left. Christians can be blind to God through their own fault, if they forget the purpose
for cultivating a living awareness of Him: To desire to live in God’s presence, to want to
see God in daily life, means nothing less than receiving a summons to love. It is a loving
call from the Lord who expects a loving response from us. The presence of God is a way of
seeing and being that makes us vulnerable, breaking us open to spend ourselves
ceaselessly for the Lord, because in seeing God by faith we become accountable in love.
Matthew 25 records the claims of those sent away from the throne of the Son of Man and
into eternal ire: they never saw Jesus in the poor, the sick, the imprisoned, and so excuse
themselves for having neglected to love. On another occasion (cf. Lk 13), the Lord hands
down a similar verdict to those who say “We ate and drank in your presence, and you
taught in our streets.” “I tell you,” He says, “I do not know where you are from. Depart
from me….” However insistent they are, the Lord counts them all guilty.
Advent alerts us to the possibility that we might be missing something in daily life—
something that the Incarnation alone can help us to see. To renew our vigilance we do
not need to change the venue of our work or of our social life, but to look more
contemplatively at them. Maybe the last place we think to look for God is always closest
to home: within ourselves, in our neighbors, and in our occupations. In a way, they
are too close to home. And perhaps it is easier to lose our vigilance in the most familiar
things.
Our Lord assures us that when He comes again all will be business as usual for most
people–everyone doing the same things in more or less the same way: "For as it was in the
days of Noath, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man."
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people–everyone doing the same things in more or less the same way: "For as it was in the
days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.” He does not say that this is
wrong. To eat and drink, to marry and give in marriage, to plant or to build is not wrong.
uite the contrary: This is as it ought to be until the end of the world, since it was the
irst command at the beginning of the world to our irst parents: “Be fruitful and
multiply, and ill the earth and subdue it” (Gen 1:28a).
But it is wrong if Christians go about these things indifferently or blindly, as if Jesus were
not in their midst, as though God were not the Emmanuel, with us and for us. The Book
of Wisdom tells us: “All men were by nature foolish who were in ignorance of God, and
who from the good things seen did not succeed in knowing him who is” (13:1). Hidden like
a treasure in the “good things” we see a Presence that can only be perceived by a
contemplative gaze of love—coupled with the conviction that God is always near.
What ultimately separates sheep from goats, those whom Christ “recognizes” from
outcasts, is paradoxically something uite hidden and personal, yet public and social. It is
love—but love that springs from a personal awareness of God that changes how we act,
work, rest, and love. If we are oblivious to Him, harsh to Him in our neighbor, if we
claim that we can’t see Him anywhere, we really have to stop and ask ourselves what we
are looking for and living for. Is it only eating and drinking, planting and building,
buying and selling, marrying and giving in marriage?
The Lord does not want us to spend our short lives, much less the brief period of Advent,
simply going through the motions of daily life without cultivating a deep interior
awareness of Him. To do otherwise would make Christianity into a religion that can’t it
into this world, that can’t handle this world, that has nothing to offer this world. No, our
Faith was tailor-made for this world only, and to meet head-on the demands of our lives;
this is the one and only place where Christ asks us to meet Him.
Those who are saved are the ones who have put love into the ordinary business of daily
life, resisting the temptation to look down on the people and work of each day. The saved
are looking in an ongoing way to receive Jesus the Emmanuel into their lives, mindful
that “One begins to love Jesus, in a more effective way, with the sweet and gentle surprise
of his encounter,” as St Josemaria says (Friends of God 296). To desire this encounter and
all that it implies is the best way for us to spend our Advent, so as to meet Jesus in a
special way at Christmas–as One who recognizes us for having recognized Him.
10
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God Goes Ordinary
Rev. Peter Armenio

In this podcast, Fr. Peter Armenio leads us through steps we can take to help prepare our
hearts to welcome God Incarnate this Christmas season. These steps include: con act with
Christ by making a commitment to speak with Him and seek Him in our daily prayer;
contemplate the mystery of the birth of Our Savior, Jesus Christ; and conform our life to
the way of Christ.

QUESTIONS

FOR

REFLECTION

What steps can you take to practice the presence of God and to seek holiness in the
ordinary moments of everyday life?
Why do you seek to live in the Lord's presence? What do you hope to gain from your
relationship with the Lord?
How can you bring the love of Christ into your family? Into the work place? Into your
community of peers?
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The Way, 265 | Children... How they seek to behave worthily in the presence of their
parents. And the children of kings, in the presence of their father the king, how they seek
to uphold the royal dignity! And you? Don't you realize that you are always in the
presence of the great King, God, your Father?
The Way, 266 | Never make a decision without stopping to consider the matter in the
presence of God.
The Way, 267 | We've got to be convinced that God is always near us. We live as though
he were far away, in the heavens high above, and we forget that he is also continually by
our side. He is there like a loving Father. He loves each one of us more than all the
mothers in the world can love their children – helping us, inspiring us, blessing... and
forgiving.
The Way, 271 | A saying of a soul of prayer: in intentions, may Jesus be our aim; in
affections, our Love; in conversation, our theme; in actions, our model.
The Way, 273 | Alone! You are not alone. We are keeping you close company from afar.
Besides, the Holy Spirit, living in your soul in grace – God with you – is giving a
supernatural tone to all your thoughts, desires and actions.
The Way, 275 | I don't doubt your good intentions. I know that you act in the presence of
God. But (and there is a 'but'), your actions are witnessed or may be witnessed by men
who judge by human standards, and you must give them good example.
The Way, 276 | If you accustom yourself, even only once a week, to seek union with Mary
in order to go to Jesus, you will see how you have more presence of God.
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READ

AND

REFLECT

Returning to Bethlehem
Rev. John Henry Hanson, O. Praem.
"Make your way to Bethlehem, go up to the Child, rock him in your arms,
say warm and tender things to him, press him close to your hear ...
–I am not alking childish nonsense, I am speaking of love! And love is shown with deeds.
In the intimacy of your soul, you can indeed hug him tigh .
The Forge, no. 345

It might come as a shock to ind out that Advent is more about preparing for the second
coming of Christ than for the irst. Or better: Advent teaches us that the same attitude
we have toward the irst coming is the same we will have toward the second. Both the
readings and prayers of this season reveal this unmistakable focus: Our purpose is not
only to celebrate the past event of the Incarnation, but also to prepare for the second and
inal coming of Christ the Lord..
The weeks leading up to Christmas are marked by a liturgical restraint that directs our
attention not only to the end of a liturgical cycle, but also to the end of all things. There
awaits an all-important meeting with One who will ask us to give an accounting of
ourselves. We will encounter an Infant, but His infancy points us to a still-future
encounter that all of us must prepare for.
Thus the Advent liturgy steeps us in themes of vigilance and judgment—and uestions us
pointedly: How vigilantly am I awaiting the Lord, now, in my life? Or even more
seasonably: Where are we in relation to Bethlehem? We can’t resolve to “run forth to meet
Christ with righteous deeds at his coming,” as the opening prayer for the First Sunday of
Advent asks, unless we know where we are headed. Might it come as another surprise to
ind that our destination is a return journey? In this passage, we do not run aimlessly.
Where we are headed during this season is not unknown to us. It is the most familiar
place. We know Bethlehem better than any other place on earth, better than the house we
grew up in, better than the place where we live now. It is home in a way that our family
home wasn't home and could never be home. At the stable, we know where everything is,
who should be tehre, and we never feel out of place among the shepherds and angels. The
14
poverty of the stable is more attractive than any palace or hotel.

everything is, who should be there, and we never feel out-of-place among the shepherds
and angels. The poverty of the stable is more attractive than any palace or hotel that this
world can offer. For children especially, the way to get there is short, easy and simple. No
one has to tell a child how to get there or that he belongs there.
As adults, it’s no secret that we might need to hear the iery warnings of St John the
Baptist: “Bear fruit that be its repentance” (Mt 3:8). This is why early on in Advent the
Church shakes us up with the Baptist’s urgent preaching: “His winnowing fan is in his
hand, and he will clear his threshing loor and gather his wheat into his barn, but the
chaff he will burn with un uenchable ire,” and “Prepare the way of the Lord. Make
straight his paths” (Mt 3:3, 12).
We start out in life on a straight path, but it takes a number of unexpected turns—some
of them taken through our own error, others chosen for us. The Church is teaching us
that whatever needs to be put right in our lives—whether in thought, word, or action—
making it straight will lead us directly to Bethlehem.
However far we are from the cradle, the path has not changed. The itting fruit of
repentance will always be what Jesus says it is: “Amen I say to you, unless you be
converted, and become as little children, you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven”
(Mt 18:3). Indeed, St Josemaria breaks into thanksgiving over those who “mature in years
and experience,” respond to grace “like children, eagerly grasping the chance to convert
their lives, even now, into something useful, which would make up for all the times they
have gone astray and for all their lost opportunities” (cf. Furrow, no. 179).
If adults cannot enter the kingdom of heaven without turning childlike, much less can
they enter the cave at Bethlehem, whose low ceiling will always demand a humble bow,
whose divine tenant cannot be esteemed or loved worthily without a further bend of the
knee. In becoming simple again like little children we will ind our way to our Savior: “Be
imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ loved us” (Eph 5:1-2).
At whatever point we are on our journey, we all have to reckon with our failures to “walk
in love, as Christ loved us.” We’re working against a self practice in any number of
unloving habits. Our past attempts to love might reveal a mixture of sel ishness and
vanity competing with a sincere desire to give ourselves.
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But the fact that our efforts do not always produce good fruit pure and simple shouldn’t
discourage our efforts to keep on trying. Whether we succeed in disinterested love—or
only make it half way—we have still succeeded in pushing on in the right direction. We
will make it to Bethlehem because, in spite of our weaknesses, we have trusted in the
Infant whose birth sets all things right and makes all things new.
St Josemaria counsels,
If you want to go forward without stumbling or wandering off the path, then all
you have to do is walk the road he walked, placing your feet in his footprints and
entering into his humble and patient Heart, there to drink from the wellsprings of
his commandments and of his love. (Friends of God, no. 128).
If we have lost our way either through negligence or through weakness, the Lord still calls
us home, to walk in childlike con idence to ind Him where we have always found Him,
and where He always awaits us: in the humility and poverty of the stable. In a beautiful
and challenging way, Advent prepares us to meet the God who will judge us as an Infant.
And if we prepare ourselves with deeds of love, as St Josemaria advises, then we will take
up our Infant-Judge with the warm and tender affection of adult children who have come
home and found welcome—not as those who have never failed or strayed, but as those
who have rediscovered mercy in the cradle, in the Child who lives to receive the love of
wayfarers who ind their way home to Him.
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The Joy of Encountering Christ
Rev. Peter Armenio
In this podcast, Fr. Peter Armenio re lects on the connection between joy and our
personal encounter with Jesus Christ, and how that connection over lows and in luences
our ability to bring Jesus Christ to others. He also emphasizes how our Lady, the irst
evangelizer, teaches us how to lead with joy when she visits her cousin, Elizabeth, and
announces her Magni icat.

QUESTIONS

FOR

REFLECTION

How vigilantly are you awaiting the Lord?
Where are you in relation to Bethlehem? Are you present in the manger scene or are you
still following the star?
What do you need to "make straight" along your path of life to journey directly to
Bethlehem?
How can you prepare to meet Christ now at Christmas and at the Second Coming?
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Furrow, 945 | If we Christians really lived in accordance with our faith, the greatest
revolution of all times would take place. The effectiveness of our co-redemption depends
on each one of us! – You should meditate on this.
Furrow, 953 | I think it is very natural for you to want the whole world to know Christ.
But start with the responsibility of saving the souls of those who live with you and
sanctifying each one of your fellow workers or fellow students. That is the principal
mission that the Lord has entrusted to you.
Furrow, 956 | You say you cannot be happy to live like everyone else, with the faith of the
crowd. Indeed, you have to have a personal faith joined to a sense of personal
responsibility.
Furrow, 963 | If time were mere gold you could perhaps afford to s uander it. But time is
life, and you don't know how much you have left.
Furrow, 964 | The Lord converted Peter, who had denied him three times, without even a
reproach with a look full of Love. Jesus looks at us with those same eyes, after we have
fallen. May we also be able to say to him, as Peter did: 'Lord, you know all things, you
know that I love you', and amend our lives.
Furrow, 973 | When you are dealing with problems, try not to exaggerate justice to the
point of forgetting charity.
Furrow, 974 | The strength of a chain is the strength of its weakest link.
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For the Sake of Joy
Rev. John Henry Hanson, O. Praem.
"Let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice!"
Psalm 105:3

Nothing is more bitter than getting what you want and then inding out it wasn’t what
you really needed. Dissatis ied with ourselves, our lives, we might search long and hard
for a missing piece and discover, in the end, that it was never really the main thing. How
many people spend years chasing a mirage that they even know to be a mirage, secretly
hoping it will show up and supply a longed-for ful illment? Anything from a relationship
to career advancement to notoriety to retirement can be that future fantasy.
Everything in this world, good and bad, is stamped with an expiration date: sooner
or later, but always. Our desire for good things, for pleasure, is God-given. But if
wholesome desires take a wrong turn, we end up trying to make limited people and
things do an in inite thing: satisfy our restless hearts. Saint Augustine memorably
confessed his own detours in seeking the Lord:
You were within and I without, and there did I seek You. I, in my ugliness, rushed
heedlessly among the beautiful things that You made. You were with me, but I was
not with You.
Scripture’s fre uent warnings against the world’s seductions and deceptions indirectly
points to how ready we are to ignore content and believe in appearances, to go by looks
rather than substance—or even to walk by sight and not by faith. This makes our Savior’s
uestion regarding St John the Baptist e ually relevant for us and Christians of every age:
“What then did you go out to see?” (Luke 7:25)
In following Christ what do we “go out” for?

20

Jesus is always uick to confront would-be followers with stark alternatives: Unless you are
willing to part with everything, including your own life, unless you bear your own cross, unless
you renounce all that you have, you cannot be my disciple. Discipleship has absolute
conditions that make us uestion our motivations. We might wonder if we’re being asked
to purify ourselves by pitting pleasure against pain—false pleasure against real pain—and
leave it at that.
But setting crooked ways straight within isn’t accomplished by replacing a desire for
delight with the pursuit of pain. Christian self-denial doesn’t mean denying the good in
ourselves but the distortions of good. And since exaggerations can sidetrack even our best
pursuits, we must look to Him who shows us not only what we should go out for, but
how to go about it.
“For the joy that was set before him,” St Paul says, “Jesus endured the cross, despising the
shame,” therefore, “let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to
Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (cf. Heb 12:1-2). We are to run our own race,
in other words, with the mind of Christ Jesus—having joy set before us. Even with the cross
upon us, we “press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ
Jesus” (Phil 3:14).
Aligning our own joy with Christ’s is what bends the crooked soul back into recognizable
shape. “That my joy may be in you, and your joy may be full” is the Lord’s express wish for
us (Jn 15:11). His is a restorative, healing joy that sets our heart in order by directing its
loves aright. When the Lord commands a love that takes up our whole mind, heart, and
strength, He is really telling us to take our delight in the Lord, because where our
treasure is, there will our heart be as well (cf. Isaiah 58:14).
Since every disciple’s life-goal is to be like his Master, then in my own way, I need to have
the same goal that Jesus set before Himself. If He endured the cross for the sake of the
several joys of accomplishing the Father’s will, saving sinners, and His own glorious
resurrection, then I should look in the same direction for both inspiration and
motivation.
It’s impossible for human beings not to act without some end in view; even trivial and
illusory ones count. But if you’re going to run without hitting a dead end, your desire had
better be keen, and your aim true, for an unchanging, immovable destination. The path
to life, after all, is narrow—like a needle’s eye. But narrow not because the goal is small,
but because our disoredered desires for empty joys must be shed before we can stand
21
before God and experience "fullness of joy in his presence.

small, but because our disordered desires for empty joys must be shed before we can
stand before God and experience “fullness of joy in his presence, everlasting pleasures at
his right hand” (cf. Ps 16:11).
Of course, we expect nothing less from Heaven than full happiness. But since our earthly
lives are so often consumed with mere survival—from keeping body and soul together to
keeping our sanity—we might wonder if we have enough time and energy left over for
rejoicing here below. A good night’s sleep might seem like reward enough.
But Christ’s joy takes us further than a moment’s repose or a day’s celebration. It isn’t a
reward for having inished all of our work and ridded our lives of every con lict. It isn’t
reserved for the carefree, the privileged few who somehow manage to rise above the rat
race.
Joy is a fruit of the Spirit, not of the feelings: “We rejoice in our sufferings … because God's
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us”
(Rm 5:3-5). Jesus encourages us to ask for this outpouring: “Ask, and you will receive, that
your joy may be full” (Jn 16:24).
More than a wish list of things, Jesus wants us to set our sights on the higher gifts, even
the highest gift, so that our joy can be supreme. That gift is nothing other than love or
charity—which rejoices over what is true and good (cf. 1 Cor 12:31-13:1-7). Right love
brings real joy. St Thomas A uinas teaches that love is joy’s prere uisite. Love causes joy
mainly because the beloved is present to us, and this is delightful. St Paul tells us to
“rejoice in the Lord always,” because He is near (cf. Phil 4:4-5). “Love brings joy,” St
Josemaria says, echoing St Thomas, but not just any type of love can bring the joy that
Jesus wants us to have:
Love has certain standard features. Sometimes we speak of love as if it were an
impulse to self-satisfaction or a mere means to sel ish ful ilment of one’s own
personality. But that’s not love. True love means going out of oneself, giving
oneself. Love brings joy, but a joy whose roots are in the shape of a cross. As
long as we are on earth and have not yet arrived at the fullness of the future
life, we can never have true love without sacri ice and pain. This pain becomes
sweet and lovable; it is the source of interior joy. (Christ is Passing By, no. 43)
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St John the Baptist, the prophet of the Lord’s advent, understood this. Under arrest and
sitting chained up in his dungeon, he was yet immersed in joy. A victim of politics,
vengeance, envy, spite—there he sat in irons, rejoicing. His joy could exist side-by-side
with suffering because it didn’t depend on circumstances, environment, the good opinion
of others, but on an interior gift: “You became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you
received the [Gospel] in much a liction, with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess
1:6).
The joy that the Lord wishes to share with us is His joy—a joy that both accompanies and
comes after cross-bearing in union with Him. It completely leaves self behind and devotes
all its energy to loving God and neighbor. In place of self-preoccupation, disappointment
over unful illed dreams, or chasing a mirage of happiness, there comes a uiet but deep
joy that only the Lord can give—and which, as He promises, no one shall take away (Jn
16:22).
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Gateway to Joy
Rev. Peter Armenio
In this podcast, Fr. Peter Armenio re lects on joy as an essential characteristic to our
participation in the new evangelization. Throughout the Advent season, we seek to
remove the obstacles that separate us from God and prepare to receive the outpouring of
joy so that we may become a witness to the love of God the Father.

QUESTIONS

FOR

REFLECTION

When you seek happiness in this life, what is it that you truly desire?
How do you approach suffering and self-denial as a way of embracing the love of Christ?
What keeps you from obtaining true joy in the Lord?

24

POINTS
READ

ALL

AT

ONCE

FOR
OR

CONSIDERATION

REFLECT

ON

ONE

POINT

EACH

DAY.

Furrow, 53 | I will serve God cheerfully. With a cheerfulness that is a conse uence of my
Faith, of my Hope and of my Love – and that will last for ever. For, as the Apostle assures
us, the Lord follows me closely. I shall walk with Him, therefore, uite con idently, for
the Lord is my Father, and with his help I shall ful ill his most lovable will, even if I ind
it hard.
Furrow, 54 | A piece of advice I have insisted on repeatedly: be cheerful, always cheerful.
Sadness is for those who do not consider themselves to be children of God.
Furrow, 60 | The cheerfulness of a man of God, of a woman of God, has to over low: it
has to be calm, contagious, attractive; in a few words, it has to be so supernatural, and
natural, so infectious that it may bring others to follow Christian ways.
Furrow, 66 | It is true: we are worth nothing, we are nothing, we can do nothing, we have
nothing. And, at the same time, in the middle of our daily struggle, obstacles and
temptations are not lacking. But the joy of your brothers will banish all di iculties, as
soon as you are back with them, because you will see them irmly relying on him –
because you, Lord, are our strength.
Furrow, 80 | You do not lack God's grace. Therefore, if you respond to it, you will be sure
to win. Victory depends on you: your strength and drive – together with that grace – are
reason enough for you to have the optimism of one who knows victory is assured.
Furrow, 82 | There are many who feel unhappy, just because they have too much of
everything. Christians, if they really behave as God's children, will suffer discomfort, heat,
tiredness, cold... but they will never lack joy, because that – all that – is ordained or
permitted by Him who is the source of true happiness.
Furrow, 91 | Hope does not mean beginning to see the light, but trusting with one's eyes
closed that the Lord possesses the light fully, and lives in its clarity. He is the Light.
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The Ways of God
Rev. John Henry Hanson, O. Praem.
"All the paths of the LORD are stead ast love and aithfulness."
Psalm 25:10

God is getting awfully close. And the closer He gets the more He takes the control out of
our hands. It's hard to miss that in these concluding days of Advent, as we review the
events leading up to our Lord's birth. Our Lady and St Joseph, Saints Elizabeth and
Zechariah, are each called to abandon their plans and expectations and to accept a
mystery. And the mystery is God-with-us, God so close to us that it startles us, even
terri ies us by how close He is, as we hear from Malachi's prophecy: "and suddenly there
will come to the temple the Lord whom you seek. But who will endure the day of his
coming?"
We have also heard a series of uestions leading up to the birth of God-with-us: "How can
this be?" "How shall I know?" "And who am I?" "What then will this child be?" These are
the uestions of people overwhelmed by God's closeness in their lives.
At the end of Advent this is the message that is also directed to us. In the midst of a busy
season of preparation, it seems like the most surprising thing of all is the idea that God
would actually show up and interrupt our personal agendas, even redirect the course of
our lives. And yet He does this not only during Advent and Christmas, but nearly every
day: "Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me" (Rev 3:20).
Advent, from beginning to end, is all about making us ready to say a big Yes to God
whenever He calls, whenever He comes. This is why at the outset of the season Jesus
warns us not to get drunk or let our hearts become drowsy or to drift along without
purpose. Why? He says: You must always be ready for me. Where? When? In the person of your
neighbor, in the voice of your conscience, in the circums ances that I choose for you.
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After the Advent messengers have come and gone, after the prophecies have been
proclaimed, God comes to us enescorted, emerging from the prophecies and messages,
and He meets us face to face. We have been told, "He will come. He will not delay." And
so He does. Has Advent prepared us to meet Him? Are we ready to say Yes to God
however He comes?
Here is where we have to confront ourselves and face an uncomfortable possibility: There
may be a part of us that is unreconciled to God, unreconciled to the ways of God. The
providence that governs our lives can seem unfair at times, or random, or frustrating–and
so our willingness to say Yes to the Lord may be compromised. We look at our plans and
expectations and they don't seem to match with what God has in fact handed to us. This
helps us to understand why two days before Christmas God tells us: "Behold, I will send
you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes. And he will
turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers."
The Lord's birth is supposed to bring about a reconciliation. The hearts of fathers and
children turn toward one another because human reconciliation, human trust, prepares
us to be reconciled to God. Saint Paul tells us that this is a special grace of the
Incarnation: "He is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the
dividing wall of hostility... that he might reconcile us both to God."
The journey to Bethlehem is a path of reconciliation, reconcicling us to the ways of God.
In the coming days, we should pay special attention to all that God asks of those called to
Bethlehem: Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, and the Magi. Each one of them has to be at
peace with where God is guiding them. Our Lord chooses to be born in a very
inconvenient, out-of-the-way place–in a city packed with travelers, none of whom know
or care that around the back end of a crowded inn the most important event in the
history of the world is taking place.
These are the ways of God: "For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways
higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts." Our Lady and St Joseph
arrive in Bethlehem and have nowhere to go. They might reasonably expect that God
would provide a certain kind of place for them, a proper house or inn. But they get there,
and no vacancy. The stable seems like an afterthought. But in God's providence nothing is
an afterthought. Nothing is unprovided for.
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And so for us who are getting closer to Bethlehem again, are we reconciled to the ways of
God? Reconciled with the past so that we can say Yes in the present moement? God has
made choices for each of us that may be confusing, painful, or hard to bear. Is He not
speaking through these things? Is He not guiding us? Are our lives that much different
from any of the holy people whom we follow in these days, as they follow a Providence
who, as He reveals the present step, hides the next?
We too are asked to trust in a Providence bigger than the universe and as small as an
infant. God asks our hearts to reconcile the mystery of His will with the concrete events
of our lives, not by understanding, but by trust. It is by daily con idence in Him that we
begin to see how near God is to us. And we stop uestioning each turn of our path, but
go with haste to meet Him wherever He calls us.
Good and upright is the LORD.
He leads the humble in what is righ ,
and teaches the humble his way.
All the paths of the LORD are stead ast love and aithfulness,
for those who keep his covenant and his testimonies.
Who is the man that fears the LORD?
him will he instruct in the way that he should choose.
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Becoming Bethlehem
Rev. Peter Armenio
In this podcast, Fr. Peter Armenio shares a re lection on the three Advents we encounter
in life and, as e come closer to Christmas, explains what it means to become Bethlehem–to
get to know Jesus Christ, follow him, and bring him to others.

QUESTIONS

FOR

REFLECTION

Who in your life do you need to reconcile with so that you may be fully reconciled with
God?
Have you reconciled with the actions of your past so that you can say yes to God in the
present moment?
Has your preparation this Advent season preapred you to meet Christ?
Are you ready to say yes to God however he comes?

30

POINTS
READ

ALL

AT

ONCE

FOR
OR

CONSIDERATION

REFLECT

ON

ONE

POINT

EACH

DAY.

The Way, 756 | We are blocks of stone that can move and feel, that have a perfectly free
will. God himself is the stone-cutter who works on us, chipping off the rough edges,
shaping us as he desires, with blows of the hammer and chisel.
Don't let us try to draw aside, don't let us want to escape his will, for in any case we won't
be able to avoid the blows. We will suffer all the more, and uselessly. Instead of polished
stone, ready for the work of building, we will be a shapeless heap of gravel that people
will trample contemptuously under foot.
The Way, 758 | Accepting the will of God wholeheartedly is a sure way of inding joy and
peace: happiness in the Cross. Then we realize that Christ's yoke is sweet and that his
burden is not heavy.
The Way, 764 | The closer an apostle is to God, the more universal his desires. His heart
expands and takes in everybody and everything in its longing to lay the universe at the
feet of Jesus.
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"The use of the Advent Wreath is a traditional practice which has found its place in the
Church as well as in the home. The blessing of an Advent Wreath takes place on the First
Sunday of Advent or on the evening before the First Sunday of Advent. When the
blessing of the Advent Wreath is celebrated in the home, it is appropriate that it be
blessed by a parent or another member of the family" (USCCB).
The Symbolism:
1. The circular shape: eternity.
2. The green branches: hope and life.
3. The candles and lame: light amidst the darkness – "In him was life, and that life was
the light of man" (Jn 1:4).
"The four candles represent the four weeks of Advent. A tradition is that each week
represents on thousand years, to sum to the four thousand years from Adam and Eve
until the birth of the Savior. Three candles are purple and one is rose. The purple candles
in particular symbolize the prayer, penance, and preparatory sacri ices and good works
undertaken at this time. The rose candle is lit on the third Sunday, Gaudete Sunday,
when the priest also wears rose vestments at Mass. Gaudete Sunday is the Sunday of
rejoicing because the faithful have arrived at the midpoint of Advent, when their
preparation is now half over and they are close to Christmas" (William Saunders; The
History of the Advent Wreath).
A Time for Hope
"'Look up, and lift up your heads, because your redemption is at hand'. This time of
Advent is a time for hope. These great horizons of our Christian vocation, this unity of
life built on the presence of God our Father, can and ought to be a daily reality."
St. Josemaria Escriva
Christ Is Passing By, no. 11
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Before the irst candle is li , the household gathers for this blessing.
All make the Sign of the Cross. The leader begins:
Our help is in the name of the Lord.
R./ Who made heaven and earth.
The leader may use these or similar words to introduce the blessing:
In the short days and long nights of Advent,
we realize how we are always needing salvation by our God.
Around this wreath, we shall remember God's promise.
Then the Scripture is read:
Listen to the words of the prophet Isaiah 9:1 - 2:
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.
Upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom, a light has shone.
You have brought them abundant joy and great rejoicing.
The Word of the Lord.
R./ Thanks be to God.
After a time of silence, all join in prayers of intercession and in the Lord's Prayer: Our Father...
After a short silence, the leader prays:
Lord our God, we praise you for your Son, Jesus Christ. He is Emmanuel, the hope of the
peoples, he is the wisdom that teaches and guides us, he is the Savior of every nation.
Lord God, let your blessing come upon us as we light the candles of this wreath. May the
wreath and its light be a sign of Christ's promise to bring us salvation; may he come
uickly and not delay. We ask this thorugh Christ our Lord.
R./ Amen.
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"In its present form the custom of displaying igures depicting the birth of Jesus Christ
owes its origin to St Francis of Assisi, who made the Christmas crèche or manger for
Christmas Eve of 1223. The blessing of the Christmas manger or nativity scene may take
place on the Vigil of Christmas or at another suitable time. When the manger is set up in
the home, it is appropriate that it be blessed by a parent or another family member"
(USCCB).
From The Cradle at Bethlehem
"Every time Christmas comes around, I love to look at representations of the Child Jesus.
Statues and pictures which show a God who lowered himself remind me that God is
calling us. The Almighty wants us to know that he is defenseless, that he needs men's
help. From the cradle at Bethlehem, Christ tells you and me that he needs us. He urges us
to live a Christian life to the full – a life of self-sacri ice, work and joy.
"We will never have genuine joy if we do not really try to imitate Jesus. Like him we must
be humble. I repeat: do you see where God's greatness is hidden? In a manger, in
swaddling clothes, in a stable. The redemptive power of our lives can only work through
humility. We must stop thinking about ourselves and feel the responsibility to help
others.
"There is a great simplicity also about his birth. Our Lord comes without any fanfare. No
one knows about him. On earth only Mary and Joseph share in the divine adventure. And
then the shepherds who received this transcendetal event which unites heaven and earth,
God and man."
St. Josemaria Escriva
Christ Is Passing By, no. 18
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All make the Sign of the Cross. The leader begins:
Our help is in the name of the Lord.
R./ Who made heaven and earth.
The leader may use these or similar words to introduce the blessing:
We are at the beginning of the days of Christmas. All through the season we will look on
these images of sheep and cattle, of shepherds, of Mary and Joseph and Jesus.
Then the Scripture is read:
Listen to the words of the Holy Gospel according to Luke 2:1 - 7:
In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be
enrolled. This was the irst enrollment, when uirinius was governor of Syria. And all
went to be enrolled, each to his own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from
the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because
he was of the house and lineage of David, to be enrolled with Mary, his betrothed,
who was with child. And while they were there, the time came for her to be delivered.
And she gave birth to her irstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and
laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.
The Gospel of the Lord.
R./ Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ.
After a time of silence, all join in prayers of intercession and in the Lord's Prayer: Our Father...
After a short silence, the leader prays:
God of Mary and Joseph, of shepherds and animals, bless us whenever we gaze on this
manger scene. Through all the days of Christmas may these igures tell the story of how
humans, angels, and animals found the Christ in this poor place. Fill our house with
hospitality, joy, gentleness, and thanksgiving.
R./ Amen.
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"The use of the Christmas tree is relatively modern. Its origins are found in the medieval
mystery plays that depicted the tree of paradise and the Christmas light or candle that
symbolized Christ, the Light of the World. According to custom, the Christmas tree is set
up just before Christmas and may remain in place until the Solemnity of Epiphany. The
lights of the tree are illuminated after the prayer of blessing. In the home the Christmas
tree may be blessed by a parent or another family member, in connection with the
evening meal on the Vigil of Christmas or at another suitable time on Christmas Day"
(USCCB).
Filling the World with Light
"Filling the world with light, being the salt and light – that was how our Lord described
the mission of his disciples. To bring to the ends of the earth the good news of God's love.
All of us Christians should devote our life to doing this, in one way or another.
"I'll go further than that. We have to yearn not to be alone. We have to encourage others
to help in this divine task of bringing joy and peace to men's hearts. As St Gregory the
Great says: 'Insofar as you progress, attract others to go along with you, desire to have
companions on the road to the Lord.'
"But bear in mind that, as our Lord tells us in a parable, the sower of weeds came 'while
men slept'. We so easily allow ourselves to be carried away by the torpor of sel ishness and
super iciality, getting wrapped up in thousands of passing experiences, that we avoid
coming to grips with the real meaning of the world and life. A bad thing that lethargy,
which smothers man's dignity and makes him a slave of sadness."
St. Josemaria Escriva
Christ Is Passing By, no. 147
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All make the Sign of the Cross. The leader begins:
Blessed be the name of the Lord.
R./ Now and forever.
The leader may use these or similar words to introduce the blessing:
This tree is a blessing to our home. It reminds us of all that is beautiful, all that is illed
with the gentleness and the promise of God. It stands in our midst as a tree of light, that
we might promise such beauty to one another and to our world. It stands like that tree of
paradise that God made into the tree of life, the cross of Jesus.
Then the Scripture is read:
Listen to the words of the apostle Paul to Titus 3:4 - 7:
But when the kindness and generous love of God our Savior appeared, not because of
any righteous deeds we had done but because of his mercy, he saved us through the
bath of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he richly poured out on us
through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that we might be justi ied by his grace and become
heirs in the hope of eternal life.
The word of the Lord.
R./ Thanks be to God.
After a time of silence, all join in prayers of intercession and in the Lord's Prayer: Our Father...
After a short silence, the leader prays:
God of all creation, we praise you for this tree which brings beauty and memories and the
promise of life to our home. May your blessing be upon all who gather around this tree,
all who keep the Christmas festival by its lights. We wait for the coming of the Christ,
the days of everlasting justice and of peace. You are our God, living and reigning for ever
and ever.
R./ Amen.
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Father Peter Armenio was ordained a priest of the Prelature of Opus Dei in 1980. He
served as President of the St. Josemaria Institute from 2006 - 2012 and currently serves as
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St Josemaria Escriva dedicated his priestly life to helping men and women of all
backgrounds to unders and that ordinary life can be holy and full of God – naturally and
simply, living in the middle of the world dedicated to one's work and family, sharing in
the needs and interests of one's neighbor and society, respecting the freedom of every
person, and striving towards holiness.
The St. Josemaria Institute seeks to increase devotion to St Josemaria and to share his
message among all men and women who desire to ind meaning and happiness in their
daily lives by growing closer to God.
Our hope is that people everywhere will have the opportunity to hear the message of St
Josemaria and accept the challenge he set forth in the irst point of his spiritual classic
The Way:
"Don't let your life be sterile. Be useful. Blaze a trail. Shine forth with the light of your
faith and of your love... light up all the ways of the earth with the ire of Christ that you
carry in your heart" (The Way, no. 1).
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