LIVING FAITH
FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT
DECEMBER 20, 2020

THE WORD OF GOD FOR TODAY: Luke 1: 26-38
The Angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man
whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.
And he came to her and said, “Hail, full of grace! The Lord is with you.”
But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.
The Angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God.
And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a sone, and you will name him Jesus.
“He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High,
and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David.
He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
Mary said to the Angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”
The Angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.
“And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for
her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.”
Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be done to me according to your word.” Then
the Angel left her.

REFLECTING ON THE WORD
Mary is called the “model disciple,” suggesting that what happens to her is a preview of what is meant to
happen to us. So what might the gospel of the Annunciation reveal about what is meant to happen in us?
The first thing to notice is that Mary is an insignificant young woman in an obscure town; when the Angel
Gabriel comes to her, she is simply going about her daily life and duties. Insignificant, obscure, busy with
everyday things... – that applies to most of us too!
While it’s unlikely that any of us will literally be visited by an angel, we nevertheless have moments when
we just know that God is with us, or we have experiences when we say, “There must be a God.”
Since we are still in Advent, it might be worth noting that Mary seems to have been alone and silent when
Gabriel came to her. For many of us, “God moments” are most likely to happen when we are alone and
silent. However, God can, of course, burst in on us at any time and in any place or situation.
Jesus himself learned from his mother Mary love for the poor, the outcast and for those estranged within
families, as well as forgiveness and hospitality at table. So can we learn all those things from Mary. Mary
also prepared Jesus for suffering; she can do the same for us.
Like Mary, we can let God into our lives, carry him in our hearts and give birth to him in the world –
especially by our commitment to justice, peace and the integrity of creation.

TALKING WITH FAMILY AND FRIENDS
•
•
•
•

Of the “lessons from Mary” mentioned above, which resonates most with you?
How has Mary been the model disciple for you?
What else goes the gospel of the Annunciation reveal about what is meant to happen to us?
What is one thing about Mary you would most like others to know?
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THE CHURCH TEACHES
POPE FRANCIS EXPLORES THE NATIVITY SCENE
On December 1, 2019, Pope Francis wrote a beautiful Apostolic Letter, entitled Admirabile Signum, on
the Meaning and Importance of the Nativity Scene. Here are some of the insights that Pope Francis
shares in this letter.
The enchanting image of the Christmas crèche, so dear to the Christian
people, never ceases to arouse amazement and wonder. The depiction of
Jesus‛ birth is itself a simple and joyful proclamation of the mystery of the
Incarnation of the Son of God. The nativity scene is like a living Gospel
rising up from the pages of sacred Scripture. As we contemplate the
Christmas story, we are invited to set out on a spiritual journey, drawn by
the humility of the God who became man in order to encounter every man
and woman. We come to realize that so great is his love for us that he
became one of us, so that we in turn might become one with him. With this
Letter, I wish to encourage the beautiful family tradition of preparing the
nativity scene in the days before Christmas, but also the custom of setting
it up in the workplace, in schools, hospitals, prisons and town squares. Great
imagination and creativity is always shown in employing the most diverse
materials to create small masterpieces of beauty. As children, we learn from
our parents and grandparents to carry on this joyful tradition, which
encapsulates a wealth of popular piety. It is my hope that this custom will
never be lost and that, wherever it has fallen into disuse, it can be
The Nativity window in the
Basilica by Louis Lichtenfeldrediscovered and revived.
Koch, of Beauvais, France

Let us go back to the origins of the Christmas crèche so familiar to us… Fifteen days before
Christmas, Francis asked a local man named John to help him realize his desire “to bring to life the
memory of that babe born in Bethlehem, to see as much as possible with my own bodily eyes the
discomfort of his infant needs, how he lay in a manger, and how, with an ox and an ass standing by, he
was laid upon a bed of hay”. At this, his faithful friend went immediately to prepare all that the Saint
had asked. On 25 December, friars came to Greccio from various parts, together with people from the
farmsteads in the area, who brought flowers and torches to light up that holy night. When Francis
arrived, he found a manger full of hay, an ox and a donkey. All those present experienced a new and
indescribable joy in the presence of the Christmas scene. The priest then solemnly celebrated the
Eucharist over the manger, showing the bond between the Incarnation of the Son of God and the
Eucharist. At Greccio there were no statues; the nativity scene was enacted and experienced by all
who were present. This is how our tradition began: with everyone gathered in joy around the cave, with
no distance between the original event and those sharing in its mystery.

The Nativity Scene in the Basilica-Cathedral of St. John the Baptist

It is customary to add many symbolic figures to our nativity
scenes. First, there are the beggars and the others who know
only the wealth of the heart. They too have every right to draw
near to the Infant Jesus; no one can evict them or send them
away from a crib so makeshift that the poor seem entirely at
home. Indeed, the poor are a privileged part of this mystery;
often they are the first to recognize God’s presence in our
midst. The presence of the poor and the lowly in the nativity
scene remind us that God became man for the sake of those
who feel most in need of his love and who ask him to draw near
to them.

The Nativity window in the Basilica,
by Gerard Earley or Dublin, Ireland

The beautiful origami Nativity Scene by Nicholas
Lim, in the Basilica-Cathedral Museum

… We find the figures of Mary and Joseph. Mary is a mother who
contemplates her child and shows him to every visitor. The figure of
Mary makes us reflect on the great mystery that surrounded this young
woman when God knocked on the door of her immaculate heart. Mary
responded in complete obedience to the message of the angel who asked
her to become the Mother of God. Her words, “Behold I am the
handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38),
show all of us how to abandon ourselves in faith to God’s will. By her
“fiat”, Mary became the mother of God’s Son, not losing but, thanks to
him, consecrating her virginity. In her, we see the Mother of God who
does not keep her Son only to herself, but invites everyone to obey his
word and to put it into practice (cf. Jn 2:5). At Mary’s side, shown
protecting the Child and his Mother, stands Saint Joseph. He is usually
depicted with staff in hand, or holding up a lamp. Saint Joseph …is the
guardian who tirelessly protects his family.

When, at Christmas, we place the statue of the Infant Jesus in
the manger, the nativity scene suddenly comes alive. God
appears as a child, for us to take into our arms. Beneath
weakness and frailty, he conceals his power that creates and
transforms all things. It seems impossible, yet it is true: in
Jesus, God was a child, and in this way he wished to reveal the
greatness of his love: by smiling and opening his arms to all. The
birth of a child awakens joy and wonder; it sets before us the
great mystery of life. Seeing the bright eyes of a young couple
The image of the Christ Child, “The Bambino,”
gazing at their newborn child, we can understand the feelings
sculpted by the Italian Giuseppe Ghersi in 1853,
of Mary and Joseph who, as they looked at the Infant Jesus,
commissioned by Bishop John Thomas Mullock.
sensed God‛s presence in their lives.

The Peruvian Mendivil Nativity in the
Basilica Cathedral Museum

As the feast of Epiphany approaches, we place the statues of the Three
Kings in the Christmas crèche. Observing the star, those wise men from
the East set out for Bethlehem, in order to find Jesus and to offer him
their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh… gold honours Jesus’
kingship, incense his divinity, myrrh his sacred humanity that was to
experience death and burial. As we contemplate this aspect of the
nativity scene, we are called to reflect on the responsibility of every
Christian to spread the Gospel. Each of us is called to bear glad tidings
to all, testifying by our practical works of mercy to the joy of knowing
Jesus and his love.
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Watch short reflections for the Four Sundays of Advent from the
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops here.
Watch a short video about Advent from Busted Halo resources here.
Subscribe to our weekly catechetical resource. E-mail: Familycatechesis@rcsj.org

