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Monastery Sunday Homilies
ENTERING THE SCENE:
All the candles are lit now. We encounter the question Master Eckert asked
back in the 14th century: “What good is it if Mary gave birth to the son of
God 1400 years ago and I do not also give birth to the son of God in my
time and culture?” This is a vital question for us today as well. Is our God a
God who is visibly with us? This Advent gives us time to reflect on the
ways that we have “given birth” to the son of God by loving each other.
Those seeing this then might be called to wonder why we do this, and
maybe want in on what we believe about God. The meditation for this week
is: Would others be attracted to my understanding of God? Or not?
Mt. 1: 18-25
18 This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was
pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was
found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her
husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public
disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20 But after he had
considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and
said, "Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your
wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name
Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins." 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:
23 The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Emmanuel"--which means, "God with us." 24
When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he had no
union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
DISCUSSION QUESTION: Joseph woke up to what God was doing in his life. How did his being full of care win out over simply
being careful?
PRAYER: Lord, you constantly guide me through my either/or dilemma’s by showing me a both/and loving response. Your teachings,
miracles, and refusal of revenge call me to be open, as Joseph is open, to new and more loving ways. Joseph took the angel at its word
and did not choose fear as he took Mary and the child she was bearing into his heart and life. Help me to also be fearless when I also
take them into my heart and life. Amen.
WORD STUDY AND QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:
JESUS CHRIST / SAVE HIS PEOPLE FROM THEIR SINS: In those days, people named children descriptive names. The rest of
the gospel will tell the story of how Jesus became the Christ. The name Jesus is a derivative of Joshua, which means JHWH, is
salvation. The word Christ means Messiah.
What does this name means for me now. Does it have the same power to attract me, as it must have had for those early Christians?
Does my name have a descriptive meaning?
MARY: Mary is a form of the name Miriam that means “beloved”. Tradition has it that she was born of aged parents and was a sign of
God’s love to her parents.
What does her name suggest to me as I ponder the birth of Jesus?
JOSEPH: Joseph’s name means, “let him (the god) add, or, let him gather.
What does Joseph’s name suggest, as I enter into this story of God’s revelation to humanity?
RIGHTEOUS MAN / SON OF DAVID: To be righteous is to be in right relationship with God, self and others. To be a son of David
is to be a bearer of the promise of the house of David.
Do these two realities fit together? What is Matthew telling me by giving me this information?
PLEDGED TO BE MARRIED / BEFORE THEY CAME TOGETHER / TAKE MARY HOME AS YOUR WIFE: In those
days, marriages were arranged by the parents of the couple, and joined families in economic and political ways. When the groom took
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his bride into his home the process of marriage was completed, even though the couple is considered legally wed earlier at the
finalization of the marriage negotiations.
How does Mary’s pregnancy threaten the “righteousness” of Joseph? What is Joseph proclaiming when he takes Mary home as his
wife? Is his “unrighteousness” before men, now “righteousness” before God? How? Why?
WITH CHILD THROUGH THE HOLY SPIRIT / NO UNION WITH HER: The early church needed to explain to itself and
others their belief in the Incarnation. It had many stories (see below) that dealt with this dilemma.
If I were to try to explain to an unbeliever the Incarnation, how would I do it?
EXPOSE HER TO PUBLIC DISGRACE / HER HUSBAND / DIVORCE HER QUIETLY: All these terms tell us that Joseph
was in a double bind. If he set Mary aside he would maintain his “righteousness” in the eyes of others, but to expose her meant the
possible death sentence as a woman who cheated on her husband.
Have I ever been in such a double bind situation, where I had to choose between doing the “right” thing or the loving thing? What do
I remember about the situation? What helped me decide?
HAD IN MIND / CONSIDERED: Both these concepts tell us that Joseph did careful thinking about his situation.
How did Joseph move from being careful to being full of care? Can I see the difference between these two positions? When was the
last time I went from being careful to being full of care? What helped me do this?
ANGEL OF THE LORD: Scripture has angels as messengers of God for humanity. Joseph “slept” on his decision, which gave God
time and opportunity to send him the message needed. Joseph went from a “do it yourself” solution; to a let God help position.
Do I give God a chance to send me needed messages, or am I a “do it yourself “kind of person?
DREAM: Dreams are seen as the time when our logical minds are put on hold, and our hidden resources become accessible. Our
ancestors found dreams to be a sort of a well of wisdom when the gods could give insight.
Have I experienced this to be true for me? When was the last time I “slept” on a problem/decision?
Have I learned to trust this resource like Joseph did?
DO NOT BE AFRAID: It seems like the gospels signal that an authentic revelation is being given by telling the persons involved,
“do not be afraid”. Jesus also prefaces many teachings with this same phrase.
Can this help me when I have to decide what messages from God to listen to today? How?
CONCIEVED IN HER: Mary said yes to God’s invitation to receive the Incarnation.
Does this Advent offer me an “incarnation” from and with God? Am I able to say yes as well?
SON / HE GAVE HIM THE NAME: Joseph also responded to God’s initiative, when he gave this son his name. This proclaimed to
the world his acceptance of Jesus as son, and also put Jesus from “the house of David”
What is Matthew doing by telling me all this? Are I also invited to respond to God’s initiative by Joseph’s example? In what ways?
EMMANUEL / GOD WITH US: The word “Emmanuel” literally means “God with us”. After centuries of experiencing the
“absence” of God, the people now awaken to the presence of God in Jesus who will become the Christ. Each year, Advent invites us to
awaken to the new ways that God is with us.
Has this Advent preparation awakened me to new ways that God is present my life? What are they? Is there anything preventing this
awakening for me? Is there anything I can do about it?
FULFILL / PROPHET: Prophets were judged by the accuracy of their messages from the Lord.
How is Isaiah’s message in 7:14 being fulfilled in the Incarnation for me this year?
PARALLEL TEXTS: Mt. 1: 18 // Lk. 1:27; 2:5; Mt.1: 20 // Mt. 2: 13, 19; Lk. 1:31, 35; Mt. 1:23 // Is. 7:14; 8:8; Mt. 1: 25 // Lk. 2:
7;
OTHER TEXTS OF THE WEEK: Is. 7: 10-14; Ps. 24:1-6; Rom. 1:1-7; Mt. 1: 18-25;
Revised Common Lectionary: Is. 7:10-16; Ps. 80: 1-7, 17-19; Rom. 1: 1-7; Mt. 1: 18-25;
SUPPORTIVE INFORMATION:
6/26/1870 - The Christian holiday of Christmas is declared a federal holiday in the United States.
Check pages 97-104 of Fr. Beck’s new book: Banished Messiah, to explore how the gospel of Matthew uses this portion of the birth
narrative in unique ways. Later on in page 125,178, 186 and 191 Fr. Beck examines the ways that verse 21 shows how Jesus absorbs
the violence and therefore breaks the cycle of vengeance.
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The role of freedom and otherness in Christology is evident also in the involvement of the Holy Spirit in Christ’s being. The face that
Christ was ‘born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary], according to the Creed, implies (a) that the event of the Incarnation took
place in freedom on both the divine and the human side, and (b) that Christ’s unity with us was a unity in otherness. The Spirit is, by
definition, connected with freedom and with the distribution or ‘division’ of gifts in a personal way. Pg. 37.
Zizioulas, John D. Communion and Otherness. NY. T & T Clark. 2006

In the early centuries of the church, before the canon of the bible was established, there existed other texts that were used by the
various communities as holy books. Two of them have mention of the struggle of Joseph as he discovers Mary to be with child before
their official marriage was completed. In a text entitled: The Gospel of the Birth of Mary, in Chapter nine and ten we find Joseph
returning to Galilee to marry the Virgin he had betrothed. He perceives she is with child and is uneasy. He purposed to put her away
privately and it told by the angel of the Lord it is not the work of man but of the Holy Ghost. Joseph then marries her, but keeps chaste
and moves with her to Bethlehem where she brings forth the child. (Chapter 8)
In another document: The Protevangelion, supposedly written by James in chapter 13, we find Joseph returning from building houses
and finds the Virgin grown big being six months with child. He is jealous and troubled and reproaches her, and she affirms her
innocence. He then leaves her to dismiss her privately and is warned in a dream that the child is conceived by the Holy Ghost. Joseph
then glorifies God who has shown him such favor.
As soon as we call God, "God-with-us," we enter into a new relationship of intimacy with him. By calling him Immanuel, we
recognize that he has committed himself to live in solidarity with us, to share our joys and pains, to defend and protect us, and to
suffer all of life with us. The God-with-us is a close God, a God whom we call our refuge, our stronghold, our wisdom, and even, more
intimately, our helper, our shepherd, our love. We will never really know God as a compassionate God if we do not understand with
our heart and mind that "he lived among us" (Jn: 1:14) Pg. 15. Nouwen, Henri, et al. Compassion. NY. Image Books. 1983.
Why this repetition of miraculous conceptions in the Jewish tradition? Do they have any roots within the history of salvation and the
Israelite concept of the relation between God and the chosen people? Repeatedly these stories present the paradox of the divine
promise and the salvation of the people of God apparently thwarted by human barrenness. Yet, out of human barrenness comes
salvation through the divine initiative and the divine power. The texts of the Bible allow us to resolve the apparent contradiction by
showing us that sterility is, for a woman or a man, a consciousness of human limits as well as a manifestation of God's inner power
bringing new life out of apparent barrenness. These stories tell us over and over again that both the promise and salvation come
through God's initiative. Thus, the Gospel writers used as their model the stories of miraculous conceptions in the Jewish tradition in
order to describe the conception and birth of Jesus. The primary meaning and interpretation of the virginity of Mary is to emphasize
God's role and God's initiative in freeing the people from their sins. Pgs.145-6.
Wessels, Cletus. Jesus in the New Universe Story. Maryknoll NY. Orbis Books. 2003.

"The interior life is like a sea of love in which the soul is plunged and is, as it were, drowned in love. Just as a mother holds her
child's face in her hands to cover it with kisses, so does God hold the devout person." - John Vianney
Destiny is not fate. Destiny is the framework within which we exercise our freedom and without which freedom would be
meaningless. I was born a white male in America in the 20th century, with a certain body type and brain capacity. That is my destiny. I
cannot change it. What I do with it is my freedom. Harvey Cox
Sacredness cannot be willed but only loved into existence.

Eugene Kennedy

If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration but timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present.
Wittgenstein.
The inner life of any great thing will be incomprehensible to me until I develop and deepen an inner life of my own. Parker J. Palmer
Moreover, many situations and persons are often fundamentally ambiguous. For example, the Gospel begins with Joseph learning that
his espoused wife, Mary, is pregnant with a child not his. Outwardly, the scene bespeaks sexual immorality to Joseph, but the angel
assures him that in truth Mary has conceived by the power of God’s spirit (1:20-21). Things are not what they seem, either for good or
ill.
Neyrey, Jerome H. "Deception, Ambiguity, and Revelation: Matthew’s Judgmental Scenes in Social-Science Perspective" 2001.
In an article “Festival of Fire & Flame” by Suzan Donlevy-Johnston (Parabola 6/01 Pgs. 22ff) we learn that the birth festival for
Mithras was celebrated on the 25th of December. “In traditional tales, his birth was attended by shepherds. Near the end of his life he
and his followers shared a last supper, with a communion of bread and wine. Mithras was believed not to have died but to have
ascended to heaven, and it was said that at the end of the world he would return to Earth and resurrect the dead for final judgment. He
was sent to earth by the supreme god of light to slay a great bull whose blood was the source of all fertility. ”This article has more
information on this ancient cult.
Ronald F. Hock in How Mary became the Mother of God: The Favored One examines how the early church dealt with Mary’s role in salvation history. Bible Review
6/01 Pages 13ff.
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Neither Christ nor Horus (mythical figure featured in Egyptian creation story) has a physical father, a prior cause, and the great lesson
these myths teach is that the final essence, the ultimate cause of life, is not a thing, but is cause itself.
Young, Arthur. The Reflexive Universe; Evolution of Consciousness. Cambria, CA. Anodos Pub. 1999. Pg. 232.

Other stories of divinely chosen leader/saviors of God’s people in scripture: Gn. 118: 9-15; 30: 1-2, 22-23;Judges 13: 2-3; 1 Sam. 1:
1-20.
Matthew uses the same format of genealogy found in Genesis and Chronicles thereby linking Jesus’ birth to salvation history. After
this he represents the Jew as having a conversation with Jesus himself and refuting him on many charges, as he thinks: first, because
he fabricated the story of his birth from a virgin; and he reproaches him because he came from a Jewish village and from a poor
country woman who earned her living by spinning. He says that she was driven out by her husband, who was a carpenter by trade, as
she was convicted of adultery. Then he says that after she had been driven out by her husband and while she was wandering about in a
disgraceful way she secretly gave birth to Jesus. And he says that because he was poor he hired himself out as a workman in Egypt,
and there tried his hand at certain magical powers on which the Egyptians pride themselves; he returned full of conceit because of
these powers, and on account of them gave himself the title of God. In my judgment, however, (and I cannot allow anything said by
unbelievers to pass unexamined,
but study the fundamental
principles), all these things are in
harmony with the fact that Jesus
was worthy of the proclamation
that he is son of God. Chapter 28
Origen: Against Celsus. (Celsus
wrote the first known literary
attack on the Christians) Ehrman,
Bart. After the New Testament. NY. Oxford
Univ. Press. 1998.

In the days of apartheid in South
Africa, Christians there used to
light candles and place them in
windows as a sign to themselves
and to others that they believed that
someday this injustice would end.
Today as we want to bring hope to
those who need to know they are
safe with us we wear safety pins.
How can we not lose our souls
when everything and everybody
pulls us in the most different
directions? How can we "keep it
together" when we are constantly
torn apart? Jesus says: "Not a hair
of your head will be lost. Your
perseverance will win you your
lives" (Luke 21:18-19). We can
only survive our world when we
trust that God knows us more
intimately than we know ourselves.
We can only keep it together when
we believe that God holds us
together. We can only win our lives when we remain faithful to the truth that every little part of us, yes, every hair, is completely safe
in the divine embrace of our Lord. To say it differently: When we keep living a spiritual life, we have nothing to be afraid of. Henri
Nouwen

SUGGESTED READINGS:
Links to all the books mentioned in this guide are on The Ark web site: www.theark1.com
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle A 2008. Pgs. To order contact Carol Oberfoell
Beck, Robert. Sunday Homilies: Cycle A 20011. Pgs. To order contact Carol Oberfoell
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