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Days are short and darkness is lengthened.  It is Advent. It is a season of waiting and

preparation.  In this season, how can we best allow the Light of Hope to shine through us for

others?

This is no ordinary Advent.  Our lives are disrupted by the many social, emotional, and

economic hardships caused by the pandemic.  Anxiety is amplified by justifiable concern

about the Coronavirus and the social constraints needed to curb it.  Well beyond the global

health crisis, there is so much irritation, anger, and general negativity!  I have to admit that

at times I find myself tempted to succumb to discouragement in these dark days.  However,

that feeling means it is an important time to reflect on life in the light of faith – on hope.

We can only shine light for others when we allow Christ’s joy to dwell within us!

Pope Francis directly addressed the light of faith and its importance in the contemporary

world when he shared an encyclical letter “Lumen Fidei” in 2013. He opened with the

following statement: “The light of Faith: this is how the Church’s tradition speaks of the

great gift brought by Jesus. In John’s Gospel, Christ says of himself: "I have come as light

into the world, that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness" (Jn 12:46).”1 

Pope Francis goes on to describe what happens if we rely only on ourselves and allow the

light of faith to grow dim.  “The light of . . .reason is not enough to illumine the future;

ultimately the future remains shadowy and fraught with fear of the unknown . . .Yet in the

1 Pope Francis.  “Lumen Fidei,” The Holy See, 29 June 2013,
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumen-fidei.html,
paragraph 1.
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absence of light everything becomes confused; it is impossible to tell good from evil, or the

road to our destination from other roads which take us in endless circles, going nowhere.”

This absence of faith looks dark indeed, and how many of those around us don’t see the

great gift of hope given to us by the arrival of Jesus?

Contrast the confusion and lack of direction created by the absence of faith to the clarity

and peace that is experienced with the gift of faith. Look no further than the actions of

Balthasar, Melchior, and Gaspar!  These culturally unlikely witnesses to Christ used reason

and acted in faith. They were not fearful of the future or protective of their power like King

Herod.  They were open to the light of faith!    “. . . They set out; and there ahead of them,

went the star that they had seen at its rising until it stopped over the place where the child

was . . .they were overwhelmed with joy,” (MT2:9-10). Joy is the gift given to those first

wise men who believed, and that gift remains for us to claim if we but turn toward that light

and open our hearts.  If they could find joy there, why can’t we?

The book of Isaiah points to the coming of Christ in many ways and it also reminds us where

to turn during the most difficult days.  As the wise men looked toward the light, we are

called to look toward God in our times of need:  “O afflicted one, storm-tossed, and not

comforted . . . Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live. . .my steadfast

love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of peace shall not be removed, says the

Lord who has compassion on you,” (Isaiah 54:10-11). Isaiah also affirms the efficacy of hope

when he reminds us that “They that hope in the LORD will renew their strength, they will

soar as with eagles’ wings;  they will run and not grow weary, walk and not grow faint,” (Is

40:29, 31).

In his reflection on the light of faith, Pope Francis refers to and builds upon the work of his

predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI.  Benedict’s encyclical “Spe Salvi,” (Saved in Hope), explores

Christian hope.  He reflects that “we have been given hope, trustworthy hope, by virtue of

which we can face our present: the present, even if it is arduous, can be lived and accepted

if it leads towards a goal, if we can be sure of this goal, and if this goal is great enough to

justify the effort of the journey.”2 Our life journey as Christians is built on hope.

Pope Benedict speaks about the impact of hope, drawing on Saint Paul:  you must not

“grieve as others do who have no hope,” (1 Th 4:13). “We see as a distinguishing mark of

2 Pope Benedict XVI.  “Spe Salvi,” The Holy See, 30 November 2007,
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20071130_spe-salvi.html#_ftn13,
paragraph 1.
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Christians the fact that they have a future: it is not that they know the details of what awaits

them, but they know in general terms that their life will not end in emptiness. Only when

the future is certain as a positive reality does it become possible to live the present . . .

Christianity was not only “good news”— . . . in our language we would say: the Christian

message was not only “informative” but “performative”. That means: the Gospel is not

merely a communication of things that can be known—it is one that makes things happen

and is life-changing . . . the one who has hope lives differently.”3

Benedict illustrates the life-changing efficacy of hope through recounting the story of the

African Saint Josephine Bakhita, canonized by Saint John Paul II.  Hope for those unjustly

treated is as relevant now as it ever was:  “To come to know God—the true God—means to

receive hope. We who have always lived with the Christian concept of God, and have grown

accustomed to it, have almost ceased to notice that we possess the hope that ensues from

a real encounter with this God.”

To see afresh what an encounter with our God can yield, consider this true story:

“Josephine Bakhita was born around 1869. . .in Sudan. At the age of nine, she was

kidnapped by slave-traders, beaten till she bled, and sold five times in the slave-markets. .

.she found herself working as a slave for the mother and the wife of a general, and there

she was flogged every day till she bled; as a result of this she bore 144 scars throughout her

life. Finally, in 1882, she was bought by an Italian merchant . . . who returned to Italy.  Here,

Bakhita came to know a totally different kind of “master.” Up to that time she had known

only masters who despised and maltreated her, or at best considered her a useful slave.

Now, however, she heard that there is a Lord of all lords, and that this Lord is good.  She

came to know that this Lord even knew her, that he had created her—that he actually loved

her. She too was loved, and by none other than the supreme “Paron”, before whom all other

masters are themselves no more than lowly servants. She was known and loved and she

was awaited. What is more, this master had himself accepted the destiny of being flogged

and now he was waiting for her “at the Father's right hand.”  Now she had “hope” —no

longer simply the modest hope of finding masters who would be less cruel, but the great

hope: “I am definitively loved and whatever happens to me—I am awaited by this Love. And

so my life is good.” Through the knowledge of this hope she was no longer a slave, but a

free child of God.  When she was about to be taken back to Sudan, Bakhita refused; she did

not wish to be separated again from her “Paron.” On 9 January 1890, she was baptized and

confirmed and received her first Holy Communion from the hands of the Patriarch of

Venice.  She took her vows and from that time onwards, besides her work in the sacristy

and in the porter's lodge at the convent, she made several journeys round Italy: the

liberation that she had received through her encounter with the God of Jesus Christ, she felt

3 Ibid, paragraph 2.
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she had to extend, it had to be handed on to others, to the greatest possible number of

people. The hope born in her which had “redeemed” her she could not keep to herself; this

hope had to reach many, to reach everybody.4

May your Advent be one of great hope.

Questions for reflection

1. What word or phrase in the teaching touches you the most?

2. Does your Christian hope allow you to face the present differently?

3. How do you want to reflect hope to others this Advent?

4 Ibid, paragraph 3.
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