Advent 2019: The Year of the Word

The Word became flesh
Mark Aloysius SJ
The Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales have
dedicated 2020 to be a year of focus on the Bible and ‘The God
Who Speaks’. The prologue from John’s Gospel is read on
Christmas day and famously speaks about ‘the Word’, and so
we will be using these weeks of Advent, which begin the Year of
the Word, to prepare to hear John’s familiar text in a new way.
How do the scriptures for the Sundays of Advent invite us to a
deeper engagement with what John will tell us about ‘the
Word’ on Christmas day? Mark Aloysius SJ welcomes us into
the divine space that exists in between the readings for the
fourth Sunday of Advent, in which we meet ‘God who waits
patiently for the right moment for the incarnation of the Word,
and a God who hurries to give us grace.’
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In contrast with the king who refuses God’s bidding,
we are presented with Joseph2, a man of meagre
means who responds with graciousness and generosity to God. Like Ahaz, Joseph receives divine guidance
in the midst of anxiety as he considers what he might
do with Mary, who is found to be pregnant just before
their marriage. Unlike Ahaz who is addressed directly,
Joseph meets an angel bearing God’s message in the
uncertain domain of a dreamscape. But Joseph is not
afflicted with the haziness of sleep, and his response
upon waking is swift and decisive. God’s angel
promises him the birth of the long-awaited saviour, so
Joseph changes his plans and takes Mary and her
unborn child into his home. In the rest of Matthew’s
Gospel, we hear so very little of Joseph. The only
other time that we hear of him is just before the Holy
Family’s flight as refugees into exile, when Joseph
places his trust unhesitatingly in God’s word, which
he hears once more in a dream.
Between promise and fulfilment, there lies a long gap
in time. Our readings this Sunday insert us firmly
within that gap. Most of Advent we have been reminded of the virtue of patience in our waiting for God.
We have been told that patience is the virtue of living
without grumbling or anxiety, and that this waiting is
not dead time but that something is happening within
us as our faith and hope in the Lord deepens.
And yet, there is some other posture quite distinct
from patience that we are invited to learn from our
readings this Sunday about how we might live in this
gap between promise and fulfilment. Rather than
adopt a posture of polite refusal to God, of not daring
to ask God for signs of God’s presence and to trust
that God will indeed come to us, we are invited
instead to be eager, to cultivate deep longing in our
hearts for Immanuel, the God who is always with us.
Polite refusals to God can only lead to dead time and
withered hearts. However, eagerness for the coming
of the Lord brings about decisive changes to our lives.
It makes us daring and creative, willing to take risks
for the sake of those placed in our care. Indeed, this
eager longing is borne and nourished by God’s love.
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By learning to be patient and to long eagerly, two
seemingly opposing movements that our readings
invite us to cultivate, our hearts learn to stretch before
the mystery that is unfolding before us. We are
invited to meditate on the God who waits patiently
for the right moment for the incarnation of the Word.
At the same time, we are also shown a God who
hurries to give us grace. Perhaps only when our hearts
are stretched in this manner by patience and eager
longing can we hope to truly share in the divine life.
III.
Hopkins seems to intimate to us what he was trying
to depict in his last sketch in an unfinished poem on
waterfalls called ‘Epithalamion’, written in the same
period. I leave you with his words, which make the
case that it was not fear that provoked deeper and
darker etchings of a waterfall. Rather, it was eager
longing that guided his pen to shape words and image
to depict a deeper sharing in the divine life in the
movement of water between rocks and roots.
Enough now; since the sacred matter that I mean
I should be wronging longer leaving it to float
Upon this only gambolling and echoing-of-earth
note –
What is … the delightful dene?
Wedlock. What is water? Spousal love.
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Isaiah 7:10-14
Matthew 1:18-24

Advent 2019: The Year of the Word
The Word became flesh
Mark Aloysius SJ
17 December 2019

2

