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INTRODUCTION

Why this book?

Because one of the things we Catholics can learn from Protestants is to sing, 
from experience and from the heart, this old hymn by Edwin Hodder:

!y Word is like a garden, Lord, with "owers bright and fair;  
And everyone who seeks may pluck a lovely cluster there. 
!y Word is like a deep, deep mine; and jewels rich and rare 
Are hidden in its mighty depths for every searcher there.

!y Word is like a starry host: a thousand rays of light 
Are seen to guide the traveler and make his pathway bright. 
!y Word is like an armory, where soldiers may repair 
And #nd, for life’s long battle day, all needful weapons there.

O may I love !y precious Word, may I explore the mine, 
May I its fragrant "owers glean, may light upon me shine! 
O may I #nd my armor there, !y Word my trusty sword, 
I’ll learn to #ght with every foe the battle of the Lord.

Who is this book for?

I wrote this book for three classes of people: enterprising priests, lazy priests, 
and laity.

It’s for enterprising priests who want a “homily helper” that does to their 
homilies what “Hamburger Helper” does to boring hamburgers.

It’s also for lazy priests who want to use my poor brains instead of theirs. 
I’m practical enough to know that this second category is pretty large. Laziness 
a$ects all of us, and we laity don’t hold it against you priests very much. So 
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I think it’s okay to take the easy way out and simply draw from my words, 
though I think it’s much better for your people to hear your own words rather 
than mine. Besides, they’re not even very original. !eir origin is not in my 
mind but in the long and deep tradition of the Church. !e Church is in the 
business of farming. Her words are seeds, meant for scattering on many mental 
soils. Whoever you are, dear reader, both of us are only links in the chain of 
God’s mail delivery. 

And this book is also for a third class of people: for the laity who are hungry 
for more of “the bread of life.” 

What is a homily?

Protestants have sermons; Catholics have homilies. One di$erence between them 
is that sermons are usually doctrinal or topical, while homilies are biblical. !ey 
are supposed to be expositions of the biblical texts assigned for Mass, which 
are the good soul-food that Mother Church puts on the plate of our high chair 
each Sunday at Mass. (Do you resent that insult? Most two-year-olds do. !at 
just shows how old you are.)

A homily is to the Bible what a slave is to his master, what money is to the 
things that money can buy, or what ears are to hearing. Its whole, single, simple 
purpose is to “break the bread” of the Bible as the Mass breaks the bread of 
Christ’s Body. Both the Bible and Christ are called the “Word of God.” !e 
Bible is the Word of God on paper; Christ is the Word of God in "esh, and 
on wood (the wood of the cross). Paper is made out of wood; wood is not 
made out of paper. 

!e purpose of a homily depends on the identity of the Bible, which is 
the master it serves. !ere are two radically di$erent answers to the question 
of what the Bible is. Nonbelievers (some of whom call themselves Catholics) 
believe it is man’s words about God; believers believe it is God’s Word about 
man. Believers call it “the Word” in the singular because it is a singular book, 
the only one that has the authority of divine revelation. 
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Nonbelievers see the Bible as human wisdom about God; believers see it 
as divine wisdom about man. !ey di$er not about the book but about the 
author. Obviously, men wrote it, but were they God’s instruments or not? If 
so, it has “author-ity” from its primary Author. Like Christ, it has two natures: 
human and divine. It is the Word of God in the words of men. Fundamen-
talists deny its human nature and modernists deny its divine nature, just as in 
the early Church, Docetists denied Christ’s human nature and Arians denied 
his divine nature. 

Both Protestants and Catholics believe that the Bible is divine revelation, but 
Protestants believe that it is the only infallible divine revelation. (If it’s divine, 
it has to be infallible; God may be mysterious and obscure but he makes no 
mistakes.) Catholics believe that there is also a divinely authorized Church that 
is to the Bible what a teacher is to a textbook and that the New Testament is 
part of a larger and earlier Sacred Tradition (“tradition” literally means “hand 
down”), which Christ handed down to his Apostles, and that he gave them his 
authority to teach in his name and to appoint their successors (the bishops) 
through whom they passed on this authority to future generations. !e Bible 
itself says that. !us, faithful Catholics always interpret the Bible according 
to the Sacred Tradition of the Church, and vice versa. 

A Catholic homilist, then, serves four masters: (1) God, (2) God’s Christ, 
(3) Christ’s Church, and (4) the Church’s Bible—the Bible because of the 
Church, the Church because of Christ, and Christ because of God. 

Catholics do not skip the third link in that chain—the Church. As St. 
Augustine said, “I would not believe the Bible unless I believed the Church.” 
For the apostolic Church was the Teacher that (1) authored (wrote) this Book, 
(2) authorized it (the word “author” is in “authorize”), (3) de#ned its canon 
(why these twenty-seven New Testament books and not others?) and (4) con-
tinues to interpret it, to break its bread and feed it to us. !at is why Catholic 
homilies are always founded on the Bible.
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Homily helpers

Another more obvious di$erence is that sermons are long (typically between 
#fteen minutes and an hour), while homilies are short (typically between 
three and ten minutes). Yet Catholics complain more about their priests’ short 
homilies than Protestants do about their preachers’ long sermons. !e reason 
is obvious: homilies are almost always boring. !ey put us to sleep instead of 
waking us up, surprising us, shocking us, or challenging us. !ey are full of 
platitudes. !ey are sometimes also insults to our intelligence. !ey do not 
tell us anything we did not already know, feel, believe, or appreciate. !ey 
make the Church Militant sound like the Church Mumbling. !ey make the 
Mystical Body of Christ look like Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. !ey make 
Jesus sound like Joel Osteen or Oprah.

But they do have a certain power: they are e$ective sleeping pills. And 
unlike other sleeping pills, they cost nothing and are always safe. In fact, 
they are excruciatingly safe. 

Preaching is one of many things we Catholics can learn from Protestants 
of the old-fashioned kind. (I do not waste my wind on the windy ones, the 
worldly ones who are so current that they swim with the current, not against 
it, like dead #sh instead of live ones, and who identify religion with the plat-
form of either political party—worshiping either the elephant or the donkey.) 

One reason Protestants usually preach better sermons is that they usually 
know the Bible better than Catholics do. !ey love it and revere it and are 
passionate about it. !e cynical Catholic’s explanation for this is that that’s 
all they’ve got: sola scriptura. No infallible creeds, no ecumenical councils, 
no authoritative Sacred Tradition, no Mystical Body, no Real Presence, no 
Mass, no canonized saints, no mystics, no attention paid to Mary or to the 
angels, no pope, no purgatory, no seven sacraments, no icons, no incense, 
no holy water, no exorcisms, no Latin, no Gregorian chant, etc. Protestants 
#nd Catholicism far too fat. Catholics #nd Protestantism far too skinny. But 
though their religion is skinny, their sermons are fatter. Imagine a Mass that 
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ended with the homily, that had nothing more substantial or supersubstantial 
than the homily. !e homily would have to be bigger and better. But, of 
course, to a Catholic, that Protestant service would be like an egg without 
a yolk, or a target without a bull’s-eye. 

Okay, so somebody should improve our homilies. Somebody should market a 
“homily helper” to do to homilies what Hamburger Helper does to hamburgers. 

But why me? I’m an absent-minded philosophy professor, not a priest 
or a deacon. I have never preached a homily in a Catholic church. I do not 
teach biblical theology or homiletics. I am not professionally quali#ed to write 
this book. 

But I know, from observation, how many people fall asleep during hom-
ilies; and I know, from experience, how many Catholics are exercising heroic 
charity toward their priests in being polite and patronizing and pretending as 
they endure their mild weekly purgatory. 

!ere are some priests who are very good homilists, but they are very rare. 
My parish priest preaches excellent homilies, but that is because he was trained 
and ordained as a Protestant (Anglican) before he became a Catholic. 

So the need is clear. How much this book can help, if at all, is not clear. But 
just maybe it can. And the situation can’t get much worse. My friend actually 
heard an Easter homily in which the priest said that the message Christ was 
trying to get across to us from the pulpit of the cross was “I’m OK, you’re OK.” 
!is is not a joke from Monty Python’s Life of Brian.

For priests only

If you are a priest, I have one and only one piece of advice for you if you plan to 
draw from these words of mine. As someone who is not a shepherd (a priest, a 
deacon, or an expert in homiletics) but just one of the sheep, here is my primary 
bleat to my shepherds. It does not matter what we think of you, whether you 
are a good speaker or not, intelligent or not, eloquent or not, or even whether 
or not you are wise and competent in anything else in this world. !e one and 
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only thing that will give your homily power is your heart’s passion, your love, 
both of Jesus Christ the shepherd and of us his sheep who desperately need him 
in our lives.

We’re not impressed by your head or your mouth or your hands, but we can’t 
help being impressed by your heart. And you can’t help showing it; you can’t 
help wearing your heart on your sleeve. You can’t fake your heart, as you can 
fake your head or your hands. You can’t give us what you don’t have yourself. 
If you don’t believe this stu$, stop pretending and go back to the school of 
prayer and ask God for the gift of faith to believe it. If your hope is dim and 
dull and sleepy, go back and ask God to put that hope in your heart so you can 
give it to your people. If you don’t have a passionate, all-consuming love for 
Jesus Christ the good shepherd and for every one of his needy, bleat-y sheep, 
go back and ask God to light a bon#re in your heart. We can be fooled by 
fake light, but we can’t be fooled by fake heat. We can tell how much you 
mean every word you say. We’re still little kids that way. We have surprisingly 
good baloney detectors. We can read our spiritual fathers just as we can read 
our biological fathers. Let us see your heart. Don’t be afraid or embarrassed. 
We’re not your judges—God is. If you’re afraid to be embarrassed in front of 
us now, you’re going to be embarrassed in front of him at the Last Judgment. 

!e heart of your target as a homilist is the heart of each person who hears 
your homily. God aims at the heart, which is the center of the soul and the 
source of its life just as the physical heart is the source and center of the life 
of the body. 

So your homily should be heart to heart. “Heart speaks to heart”—that was 
St. John Henry Newman’s personal motto because he knew it was God’s. (But 
as Newman knew well, that does not decrease the importance of the mind and 
intelligence but increases it. !e mind is the heart’s closest counselor.)

Christ is the one who sews hearts to God and to each other. !erefore, 
like the Scriptures they “unpack,” homilies should be centered on Christ. If 
there is one thing we Catholics need always to be reminded of by Evangelical 
Protestants, it is Christocentrism. And since Christ is both the historical Jesus 
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and the eternal “Logos,” the “Word” or “language” of God, the light of truth 
who “enlightens everyone” (John 1:9), Christians defend the “logocentrism” 
that “deconstructionists” denounce. !eir logophobia is really a Christophobia. 

Scripture uses the term “Word of God” both for itself and for Christ. !e 
Bible is the gold mine and Christ is the gold. !erefore, St. Jerome says that 
“ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Christ.” Christ is the central point of 
Scripture and also the “big picture” or frame surrounding it. So if homilies 
are to be faithful to the scriptural bread that they break open, Christ must 
be both the center and the surrounding frame for every homily. !ey are to 
be looked along, not looked at. !ey are pointing #ngers, words of men that 
point to the Word of God.

!e content of the book

Some of these re"ections try to connect the di$erent readings for each Sunday 
Mass—the Old Testament reading, the epistle, and the Gospel—and some do 
not. !e readings were put together, in the mind of the Church, for a reason. 
However, to be perfectly frank, sometimes the reason and the connection is not 
clear, at least not to me. So I don’t always “push the envelope” and strain to see 
a unity I don’t really see very well. But even then, the main point of each of the 
separate readings is clear, and one arrow is enough to pierce a heart.

!e reason God sent his Son into our world, the reason he founded his 
Church and instituted the Mass, the reason for everything he has done for 
us, is to consummate our spiritual marriage to him: a living, personal, joyful, 
faithful, hopeful, and love-full relationship with God that is totally encom-
passing, both individual and social, both private and public, both body and 
soul, both invisible and visible, both spiritual and sacramental, both through 
hierarchy and through equality, both intellectual and moral, both rational and 
mystical, both in this world and in the next. !at is the reason for everything 
he has done, from banging out the Big Bang to my writing and your reading 
these tiny little pops that are its remotest echoes.
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Use them, choose them, and lose them as you will. Some will “work” better, 
some worse. My words as well as my ideas are given to you for God’s glory, 
not mine or yours. 
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FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT

We think of Advent primarily in terms of Christmas, as an anticipation of 
Christmas, which is Christ’s #rst coming into the world. Okay, but when we 
do, perhaps we can learn something from our kids. !ey are happy and excited 
because they think Santa Claus is coming. Well, he isn’t, but the real Santa, the 
real saint, is coming, and his name is Jesus. So why aren’t we as happy about his 
coming as our kids are about Santa Claus coming?

Santa Claus only comes from the North Pole, but Jesus comes from heaven.
Santa Claus only comes with eight "ying reindeer, but Jesus comes with 

legions of angels.
Santa Claus comes for kids, but Jesus comes for everybody.
Santa Claus comes down your chimney and into your living room, but 

Jesus comes down your faith and into your living.
Santa Claus’ gifts are earthly toys, but Jesus’ gifts are heavenly joys.
Santa Claus’ gifts last for a few months or years, Jesus’ gifts last for eternity.
Santa Claus doesn’t take you back up to his home at the North Pole, but 

Jesus takes you back up to his home in heaven.
And Santa Claus isn’t really coming, but Jesus is.
So why aren’t we more happy about Jesus coming than our kids are about 

Santa Claus coming? Is it because we’re so much smarter than our kids? Or is 
it because we’re stupider?

FIRST READING
I%&'&( ):*–+ _______________________________________________________

!is is what Isaiah, son of Amoz, saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.

In days to come,
the mountain of the,L-./’s,house
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shall be established as the highest mountain
and raised above the hills.

All nations shall stream toward it;
many peoples shall come and say:

“Come, let us climb the,L-./’s,mountain,
to the house of the God of Jacob,

that he may instruct us in his ways,
and we may walk in his paths.”

For from Zion shall go forth instruction,
and the word of the,L-./,from Jerusalem.

He shall judge between the nations,
and impose terms on many peoples.

!ey shall beat their swords into plowshares
and their spears into pruning hooks;

one nation shall not raise the sword against another,
nor shall they train for war again.

O house of Jacob, come,
let us walk in the,light of the L-./!
_________________________________________________________________

Isaiah has been called “the Shakespeare of the prophets.” He is a poet and a 
visionary, and this passage gives us one of his visions, sent by God. He was not 
dreaming or making this up. He was “seeing things,” but those things were 
real. !ey were the real future. What he saw was a whole world of saints, from 
all the nations in the world, together worshiping the same God, the true God, 
in great joy that demanded exclamation points. It was also a world without 
war. In the continuation of this vision, which we will read in next Sunday’s 
liturgy, there is not even war among the animals. Lambs and lions lie down 
with each other.

Does that sound like our world? Far from it. !is is a vision of the world 
after Christ’s second coming. But it will happen just as truly as his #rst 
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coming, his #rst advent, the #rst Christmas, really happened. Both advents 
were future to the prophet Isaiah. To us, one is past and the other is future. 
But that future is not merely an ideal, a human dream. It is even better than 
Martin Luther King’s famous, beautiful “I Have a Dream” speech. It is a 
divine promise, a guarantee.

Meanwhile, between his #rst coming and his second coming, what did 
Jesus leave us in this world, besides a world full of wars and tragedies and 
cancers and divorces and terrorists? What did he give us? He gave us God. 
He gave us himself. He left us his Church, his Mystical Body, which is the 
only place in this world where we have his real personal presence in the 
Eucharist, all of him, Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity. And he left us his 
Holy Spirit, who can also be called the Holy Ghost because he haunts our 
souls with holiness, the holiness that is the key to happiness.

Santa Claus makes our kids happy even though he’s only a myth and he 
only visits our house for a few minutes on Christmas Eve; the Holy Spirit 
makes us deeply happy because he’s real and he lives in our souls forever. 
His gifts are also better than toys: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, good-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Would you rather have that, or a 
partridge in a pear tree?

RESPONSORIAL PSALM
P%&01 *)):*–), 2–3, 3–+, 4–5, 6–7 ________________________________

R.,Let us go rejoicing to the house of the Lord.

I rejoiced because they said to me, 
“We will go up to the house of the L-./.” 

And now we have set foot
within your gates, O Jerusalem. 

Jerusalem, built as a city
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with compact unity. 
To it the tribes go up, 

the tribes of the L-./. 

According to the decree for Israel, 
to give thanks to the name of the L-./. 

In it are set up judgment seats, 
seats for the house of David. 

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem! 
May those who love you prosper! 

May peace be within your walls, 
prosperity in your buildings. 

Because of my brothers and friends
I will say, “Peace be within you!” 

Because of the house of the L-./, our God, 
I will pray for your good. 

_________________________________________________________________

!is is a Psalm about the joy that we are supposed to receive from the beauty of 
“the house of the Lord.” “!e house of the Lord” means the Church, which is 
#rst of all people, the people of God, God’s family, but which is also a building, 
a physical house.

A beautiful house makes us happy. An ugly house does not. Beauty always 
makes us happy. More than money, sex, or power, beauty makes us deeply 
happy. All kinds of beauty, both physical and spiritual beauty.

What does this Psalm have to do with Advent? Like Isaiah’s vision, it is 
a picture of the joy of heaven and of Christ’s second coming, and also of his 
#rst advent, which is a foretaste, an appetizer, an image, a preview of coming 
attractions. Solomon’s temple is only a pale image of the beauty of Christ in 
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his #rst advent, and that is only a pale image of the beauty and glory of his 
second coming and of his kingdom of heaven.

After Christ’s #rst coming, Christians built cathedrals for the same reason 
the Jews built Solomon’s great temple. No buildings in the history of the world 
are as beautiful as the great Gothic cathedrals of the Middle Ages. Technologi-
cally, they were almost impossible achievements for their primitive time. !ey 
often took not years but centuries to complete. Everyone poured their minds 
and their bodies, their love and their money, into building them. Peasants and 
popes contributed money to them. !e results were astonishingly splendid. If 
St. Mark’s Cathedral in Venice were destroyed, it would take a larger amount 
of money to rebuild it than the total national budget of the forty poorest 
countries in the world.

We typically think: What a waste of money! !ey could have fed millions 
of delicious meals to hundreds of thousands of hungry poor people instead. 
!at is exactly what Judas Iscariot said when a woman who was totally in love 
with Jesus spent a year’s salary on the most beautiful and expensive perfume 
there was just to pour it on his head and feet. Read the story yourself in John 
12:1–6. !e only reason for such wild and crazy extravagance is love. And that’s 
what built the cathedrals and Solomon’s temple. What built the cathedrals was 
faith and love: the faith that this Jesus, who was so passionately loved, was 
really, truly present there, in the little tabernacles on the altars inside the big 
tabernacle, in the consecrated Hosts for the Eucharist. He was really present 
there, just as really as he was present in his crib on the #rst Christmas and on 
the dusty streets of Jerusalem and on the bloody torture chamber of the cross. 
Nothing could be too extravagant or too beautiful for him.

Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem was the one great cathedral for all the Jews. 
It was the most beautiful building in the world, and the reason for building 
it was the same as the reason for building the cathedrals of the Middle Ages: 
faith and love to the God who was really present there.

God was really present, although not Eucharistically, in the Holy of Holies in 
the temple in Jerusalem, where the ark of the covenant rested, which contained 
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the actual literal tablets of stone on which God miraculously wrote the Ten 
Commandments when he gave them to Moses. !at place was so holy to the 
Jews that only the high priest could go into it, and only once a year. !at divine 
presence was to the rest of the temple like the sun to the rest of our solar system: 
all the holiness in the temple, like all the light from the sun, radiated out from 
it. In the same way, all the holiness of everything in a Catholic church comes 
from that little golden box, that tabernacle on the altar at its very center, like 
sunbeams from the Son of God, who is truly present there hiding behind the 
appearances of a little wafer of bread.

!at divine presence explains the joy the Jews felt so passionately when they 
went to their temple and which we #nd expressed in their Psalms. If we don’t 
have as much joy in our churches as they had, it can only be because we don’t 
have as much faith and love toward that divine presence as they had. And yet we 
have the presence of the same God in an even more complete and more concrete 
form in Christ, who is God incarnate, fully divine and fully human.

Without great faith and love, things like Solomon’s temple and Christendom’s 
cathedrals and the woman’s poured-out perfume are indeed ridiculous wastes 
of money, as Judas Iscariot said. !at’s what they appear to be today to a stingy 
soul; a Scrooge; a small, unloving, calculating, materialistic, pragmatic soul like 
Judas Iscariot’s. When he saw the woman pour out the expensive perfume on 
Christ’s body, he said, hypocritically, “Why was this oil not sold for three hundred 
days’ wages,and given to the poor?”—not because he loved the poor or Christ 
but because he loved money (John 12:5). Many people still worship that same 
false god today. !ey are disciples of Judas more than they are disciples of Jesus.

!ey may have beautiful bodies, but they do not have beautiful souls. St. 
Teresa of Kolkata did not have a beautiful body, but she had a beautiful soul. 
She poured out her whole soul and her whole life for the poor. When she was 
asked why she did that, she said, “I want to do something beautiful for God.” 
Her body looked like a wrinkled little bird, but her soul looked like a great 
Gothic cathedral.

!e cathedrals were not #nanced by taxes, on the poor or on the rich. 
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!ey were #nanced by gifts, from rich and poor alike. !ey were not built 
at the expense of the poor; they were built by the poor, by the peasants who 
worked on them, and by their gifts. And the cathedrals were also built for the 
poor, who usually love them more than the rich do. (!e rich build banks; 
the poor build cathedrals. We build what we love.)

!ere is no opposition between the holy poverty of Mother Teresa and the 
holy extravagance of a cathedral. !ey are two physically di$erent expressions 
of the very same spiritual reality: being totally, wildly in love with God. And, 
therefore, also with all our neighbors, who are created in his image. !at’s 
what our religion is all about.

SECOND READING
R-1&8% *2:**–*3 __________________________________________________

Brothers and sisters: You know the time; it is the hour now for you to awake 
from sleep. For our salvation is nearer now than when we #rst believed; the 
night is advanced, the day is at hand. Let us then throw o$ the works of dark-
ness and put on the armor of light; let us conduct ourselves properly as in the 
day, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in promiscuity and lust, not in rivalry 
and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
desires of the "esh.
_________________________________________________________________

!e three comings of Christ—#rst, into the world in the past, at the #rst 
Christmas; and second, into our souls and lives in the present, especially in the 
Eucharist; and third, in his second coming at the end of the world—all this 
changes the meaning of time. It brings eternity into history, brings the eternal 
“now” into the temporal “now.” !at’s why St. Paul says, “It is the hour now 
for you to awake from sleep. For our salvation is nearer now than when we #rst 
believed.” !e completion of our salvation is coming. He is coming! And we 
are one day closer to that day today than we were yesterday. An old hymn says: 
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“One sweetly solemn thought comes to me o’er and o’er: I’m one day nearer 
Home today than e’er I was before.”

If we are Christians, this expectation should not give us fear but joy. St. 
Paul tells us how to prepare for this event, our great meeting with God, which 
will happen at the end of the world for the whole human race and which will 
happen to each one of us at our death. !e way to prepare to meet God is by 
what Paul calls casting o$ the works of darkness and putting on the armor of 
light. It is like a change of clothing from a dirty, ugly rag to a gleaming new 
suit of armor.

What does he mean by “the armor of light”? Truth. Light symbolizes truth. 
What truth? Christ himself, the man who said not just “I teach the truth” but 
“I AM the truth.”

And why does he call it “the armor of light”? What does he mean by “armor”? 
Protection. If we have protection, we do not have fear.

What’s the connection between light and armor, between truth and protec-
tion? It’s this: Fear always works in the darkness, not in the light. Fear appeals 
not to the light of truth that we can see in the present but to the darkness and 
uncertainty that we cannot see in the future.

How can we overcome fear, especially the fear of death? By knowing God’s 
love for us; that is, by knowing Jesus Christ personally, as our Friend and our 
Savior and our Lord. He is not just Lord and God and Judge but Savior from 
sin and death and hell. And he is not just Savior but intimate, personal friend.

We all have fears for the future: loss of our health, loss of our job, loss of 
our spouse, loss of our marriage, loss of our children’s faith, loss of their love, 
and of course fear of death. What is stronger than those terrible fears? God 
is. God’s love is. His love is stronger than death. And our faith in that love is 
stronger than our fear of death. Our faith is that light, the light that overcomes 
the darkness and its fear. Faith casts out fear as light casts out darkness. Even 
a little light, a little match, dispels the darkness of a large room.

Christmas is Christ’s Advent #1, the Last Judgment is his Advent #2, and 
his coming into our lives today is his Advent #3. !ere are two parts to our 
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preparation for this Advent #3, for the ever-increasing coming of Christ into 
our lives. !e two parts are faith and works, good works, the works of love. 
Faith and the works of love are the two e$ects of the life of Christ in us. !e 
visible works we do in the world show the invisible faith and love in our hearts. 
Others can’t see your faith, but they can see your works, your works of love; 
and when they see that, they see the Christ; they see the love of Christ in very 
concrete ways. Our hands become Christ’s hands when we let him direct them.

St. Paul uses the same image of casting o$ old clothes and putting on new 
ones in the next verse, where he tells us to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
make no provision for the desires of the "esh.”

“!e "esh” doesn’t mean the body but our fallen, sinful human nature, 
body and soul, with its sel#sh desires. It includes sel#sh sexual desire, which 
is lust, but it includes a lot more than that. It includes all sel#sh desires. !ey 
are still hanging around in us, and still powerful. How are we supposed to 
deal with them? By making “no provision” for them. By not coddling them, 
not compromising with them, not giving them room in our lives, not paying 
them the compliment of much attention. God gave us eyes to look outward, 
at him and our neighbor. Let’s not get ingrown eyeballs.

!at’s one of the things it means to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” It means, 
among other things, to look at him; to look at God, not at yourself; to get 
out of the “sel#e” mode; to look at God’s love for you; to look at the light that 
comes from him to you. !at light is Christ.

How do we do that? !e answer is simple: pray. Adore him, especially in 
the Eucharist. He’s really there. Tell him a hundred times a day “I love you. 
!ank you for loving me. Please help me to love you more.” It’s that simple.

GOSPEL
M&99(:; )3:25–33 _______________________________________________

Jesus said to his disciples: “As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the 
coming of the Son of Man. In those days before the "ood, they were eating and 
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drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day that Noah entered the 
ark. !ey did not know until the "ood came and carried them all away. So will 
it be also at the coming of the Son of Man. Two men will be out in the #eld; one 
will be taken, and one will be left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one 
will be taken, and one will be left. !erefore, stay awake! For you,do not know 
on which day your Lord will come. Be sure of this: if the master of the house 
had known the hour of night when the thief was coming, he would have stayed 
awake and not let his house be broken into. So too, you also must be prepared, 
for at an hour you do not expect, the Son of Man will come.”
_________________________________________________________________

Jesus’ message in this Gospel passage is three very simple points: he is coming 
back; we do not know when; and we had better be ready.

First point: he is really coming back. !e second coming will be just as 
real, just as literal, as the #rst, though we do not know the details of how: for 
instance, whether the sky will come apart, how everyone on earth will see him 
at once, and many other details. Divine revelation comes to us on a “need to 
know” basis.

He has told us one important detail that we need to know: that “one will 
be taken, and one will be left.” Not everyone will be taken to heaven.

!at’s scary. We don’t want to believe that. Why do we believe that? Because 
he said so. If we can’t trust him, we can’t trust anybody about anything.

Second point: we do not know when this will happen. It may be tonight. It 
may be a thousand years from now. What we can be sure of is that we cannot 
be sure when he will come. He says he will come like a thief in the night, when 
we least expect it. He deliberately does not tell us the time so that we will be 
ready at every time. Beginning right now.

!e third point is the most practically important point: the readiness. He 
will come for the whole world at the end of time, but he will also come to each 
one of us when we die, and we do not know when we will die, so we must be 
sure we are ready to die at any time.
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Nothing could possibly be more important than that; our whole self, our 
soul, our eternity depends on it. !e whole world is not as important as 
that—as Jesus himself said, “What pro#t would there be for one to gain the 
whole world and forfeit his life?” (Matt. 16:26). Jesus is asking us life’s most 
important question: are we ready to die; are we right with God; are we his 
children, his people, cells in his Mystical Body?

!at question does not mean: are we good enough to go to heaven? Nobody 
is, and the great saints are the #rst to say that. !e question, instead, is whether 
we have received the life of Christ into our soul by faith and Baptism, and 
whether we have repented of all our sins and are sincerely trying to live in 
obedience to his will and in charity with our neighbor. I said “sincerely trying,” 
not “totally succeeding.” !at’s why Jesus gave us the sacrament of Confession.

What could possibly be more important than honestly asking yourself this 
question: If Jesus came back tonight, what would you say to him? Because he 
will come back, and you will meet him, and you don’t know when that last 
day of your life will be.

What will you say to Jesus when you meet him? Jesus’ parable about the 
Pharisee and the publican gives us two possible answers to that question. !e 
worst one is the Pharisee’s answer: “Lord, look how good I am.” !e best one 
is the publican’s answer: “Lord, be merciful to me a sinner.”

!e Pharisee understood neither God nor himself; the publican under-
stood both.


