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Sunday 3 December 2006
Reflections on the Holy Child

Today we begin both the holy season of Advent and the new Church year. The wonderful liturgical time of Advent, so frequently lost in recent years, enriches our spiritual life and recalls us to the heart of our vocation as Christians, followers of the Lord Jesus, the Word Incarnate. We shall hear from today on the cry of Mother Church, Maranatha, Come Lord Jesus! Forty days after His glorious resurrection, our Lord Jesus took His followers to the Mount of Olivet and there commissioned them to make disciples of all nations. He assured them that He would return and after blessing them rose out of their sight to be at the right hand of the eternal God, our Father. We learn all of this from the first chapter of Acts, a book written by St. Luke that mendates his Gospel. In the beginning years of the Church she constantly looked for that wonderful return of our Lord Jesus, knowing that when He did return all would be restored as God had intended.  All the believers prayed and constantly invoked the Lord’s return by the plea, “Maranatha” — “Come, Lord Jesus.” The Aramaic word occurs in the last lines of the New Testament at the end of the 22nd chapter of the book of Revelation. This longing plea is not limited to Advent but is repeated at every Mass in the priestly prayer that follows the Lord’s Prayer: “… as we wait in joyful hope for the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ.”  

As time unfolded, the Holy Spirit gradually enlightened believers not only to pray for the second coming of the Lord but also to pray and work for His personal coming into our hearts. Gradually the Church reflected more and more on the wonderful mystery of the Second Person of the Trinity becoming a human being like each one of us, the mystery of God as Jesus of Nazareth assuming our nature and transforming it into the supreme dignity of being true children of God. Meditation on our Lord’s birth and childhood, combined with the reaction to the pagan practice of celebrating the winter solstice, gradually developed into our present day Solemnity of Christmas. 

Just as Lent prepares us for Easter, the biggest feast that we celebrate as disciples of Jesus, so Advent, sometimes called a “little Lent”, is our four-week period of preparation for our second biggest feast. In the first weeks of Advent the Church emphasizes the spirit of waiting for the second coming of the Lord and invites the members of the Church to seek conversion through prayer, fasting, almsgiving and a change of heart. In the last nine days before Christmas, the O antiphons begin and the Church turns her heart to recalling all that took place as the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  

Our Lord Jesus Himself, always the Teacher, gives us the key to embracing both realities, the total conversion of heart as we invite Him into our hearts and as we wait for His second coming, and our understanding of how the Eternal Word, the omnipotent God, who always was and always will be, could be born of a woman as a child. He teaches us this when we read, “He called a little child over and stood him in their midst” (Matthew 18.2). His words of instruction should always burn in our hearts, “unless you change and become like little children, you will not enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 18.3). 

The letter to the Hebrews (13.8) says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.” Precisely because of this, the divine Child is still the Child who leads us to the dignity of being children of God. Throughout the ages this key of discipleship was discovered by many a follower of Jesus such as St. John Chrysostom in the fourth century, the highly intelligent St. Anthony of Padua in the thirteenth century and the gifted doctors of the spiritual life, St. Teresa of Avila in the 1500s and St. Theresa of Lisieux in the latter part of the 1800s. Their love of the divine Child Jesus reveals how the human heart must become like that of a child if it wants to truly become a child of God. 

The logo at the top of our publication depicts the famous legend of our holy Father St. Augustine as he was walking along the sea and pondering the mystery of the Trinity. As he walked, a child caught his eye, a boy who kept running down to the sea and scooping water into a sea-shell and then running back to pour it into a hole he had made. When the bishop of Hippo asked him what he was doing, the child replied he was going to pour the ocean into the hole he had made. Augustine reportedly laughed and said, “Little boy, you will never do such a thing!”  With that the child gazed into the eyes of the man and replied, “Never will you, Augustine, be able to understand the Trinity.” For Augustine it was the child’s voice in the garden singing “Take and read,” and now years later the divine Child scooping up the ocean that helped one of the most intelligent theologians of our Church to understand what the Lord said in the gospel, “Unless you become like little children” and unless you open your arms and welcome the child in your midst, you will never truly be my disciples.  Christmas is a call to embrace the divine Child, and in embracing Him to embrace our own life as a child of God. 

In our monastic life we have come to realize that we can never do what the Lord has asked of us unless we do become like little children, and the key lies in following the divine Child Jesus. Isaiah informs us in his 11th chapter, verse 6, “and a little child shall lead them”!   

For a number of years now we have been led by the Holy Spirit to the devotion to the Child Jesus and we constantly ask Him, through the intercession of His Mother, to aid us.  Our prayer for you as the solemnity of Christmas draws near is to discover in your own hearts, as St. Augustine discovered in his, that only when we become like little children can we hear and respond to the divine voice calling us to intimacy with Him. 

