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Life can leave us feeling dark
and desolate. Sandy was just
twenty-eight when her hus-
band, Rob, died, leaving her
to raise their two young chil-
dren. She was without paid
employment. Rob went to
work one morning and never
returned home. Sandy,
though, had faith and trusted
that somehow God would
help her through, even
though most days brought
deafening, piercing loneli-
ness. She persevered, and the
darkness gave way to light.
Remarking one day to a
friend hesitant to commit to a
relationship, Sandy shared
her wisdom. Even if she knew
the outcome would be the
same, she would marry Rob
again. She assured her friend
that she would even do this if
eight years could only be
eight minutes. We are being
led by God and God trans-
forms the darkness into light.
“Be strong, fear not!”Those

are easy words to say. Putting
them into practice is the chal-
lenge. When our paths are
dark and life’s roads become
treacherous, we can easily
complain about life’s unfin-

ished nature. When will the
pain go away? Will the loneli-
ness ever cease? Will I experi-
ence happiness again? As the
farmer needs to exercise pa-
tience with the soil, we need
to do the same with our lives.
We have to wait for the early
and late rains to come, prop-
erly tend to our gardens, and
ensure that the rich nutrients
of God’s merciful and tender
presence continue to enrich
us. God is not done. God has
only just begun his work in us.
We cannot allow life to

hold us captive. The systems,
agendas, protocols, regula-
tions, expectations, and un-
finished business can distract
us from what it means to be
God’s child. Life can leave us
feeling cheated, negative,
and parched. All times and
seasons of our spiritual and
liturgical lives lead us to three
virtues: faith, hope and love.
Stop complaining aboutwhat
is wrong and look to what
God can make right! Joy that
flows from the Baptist’s mes-
sage: in Jesus, the one migh-
tier than he, are found heal-
ing, reconciliation, and free-
dom. Christ will save us from

life’s distortions, illusions, and
disappointments. Do you be-
lieve this?

Sent to prepare
the Lord’s way

When a child goes missing,
the parents never stop look-
ing for him or her. Even after
years, they still see the face of
their lost child in strangers
who would be about the
same age, hoping against
hope that it may be their
child. Once in awhile, parents
are rewarded with their dili-

gent searching and hoping,
and aftermany years a child is
found. In this gospel, the im-
prisoned John seems to be
hoping against hope for the
One for whom he has been
looking: ‘’Are you the one
who is to come?”
But something interesting

happens in this gospel. John’s

question—put to Jesus
through John’s disciples—
turns the tables. Rather than
saying something about his
own identity (Jesus merely
asks people to open their
eyes and see), Jesus says
something about John’s iden-
tity. The gospel begins with
John questioning who Jesus
is and concludes with Jesus
extolling who John is. What
makes John great is that he
recognises in “the works of
the Christ” the person and
presence of the Messiah—
“the one who is to come.”This
is exactly our Advent chal-
lenge: to see in the goodness
around us the works of Jesus
and the presence of “the
Christ.”Advent calls us to look
deeper and then to trustwhat
we see. Whom we discover
depends uponwhat we see.
When people went to the

desert, they saw and heard
exactly what they expected
to see and hear: a prophet
dressed in animal skins call-
ing them to repentance.
When they looked at Jesus,
however, theydid not see and
hear what they were expect-
ing from the Messiah. The
gospel challenge is to open
ourselves to see- ing
something-Someone-differ-
ent from our expectations.
John’s questionmust become
our own: Is Jesus the One for
us, or are we really looking for
another? In trying to answer
the question of Jesus’ identity,
we cannot rely only on the
authority of others found in
creeds or catechisms. Our an-
swer must also come from
our own personal experience
of Jesus and the good fruit of

his life andministry.
The mystery of the incarn-

ation that we are soon to cel-
ebrate is primarily about Je-
sus’ ministry, summarised in
Jesus’ response to John the
Baptist. Jesus’ ministry is
made concrete and visible in
what he actually accom-
plished for the blind, lame,
lepers, deaf, dead, poor, etc.
Paschal mystery, Gospel liv-
ing, means that we are
charged to take up Jesus’min-
istry.We cannot ask people to
take our word for it; our ac-
tions speak for us—or our
non-actions. Either we take
up Jesus’ ministry, or we do
not. Either people see Jesus in
us, or they do not.
We grow into witnessing

to Jesus’ life and mission
when we ourselves seek to
answer the question ‘’Are you
the one...?” by personally en-
countering Christ in prayer
and opening ourselves to re-
cognising him in our own and
others’ good works. We can-
not know someonewhomwe
have never encountered. As
we pass the midpoint of Ad-
vent and begin to look to our
celebration of the incarna-
tion, it would be good to take
some extra, quiet moments
each day; place ourselves in
Christ’s Presence; and reflect
on the day to see where
Christ has been present to us
in countless ways. Gospel liv-
ingmeans thatwe, too, live so
others can see the fruit of our
goodworks. In this way Christ
is becoming incarnate each
and every day.

Living the Paschal Mystery

We can often feel parched,
desolate, lifeless, and dark.
Even though we still engage
in the business and demands
of life, we find ourselves
somewhat detached, disen-
gaged, and removed.We lack
joy, wonder, awe, and zest.
Rather than being an experi-
ence of freedom and excite-
ment, life holds us captive.We
are tethered to systems,
agendas, protocols, regula-
tions, and expectations that
go against the grain ofwhat it
means to be God’s child. We

find ourselves in a desert. Je-
sus came to release us from
all of this negativity and des-
olation. John the Baptist an-
nounced the arrival of the
One who embodies healing,
reconciliation, freedom, and
life. Stop complaining about
what you don’t have. Prepare
for the arrival of the remedy
to life’s despair. Be strong, fear
not! Christ will save us from
life’s distortions, illusions, and
disappointments. Be patient.
With proper time and care, all
will be well.

Live the Liturgy

The Season the Gives Back

I don’t have anything left to
give.
You can’t pour from an

empty cup.
All I do is give. Who is giv-

ing tome?
Raise your hand if these

thoughts have ever run
through your head. I’m sure
they occur to all of us from
time to time. We can become
so easily depleted by the fast
pace of life and whatever vo-
cation God has called us to,

whether that’s parenthood, a
demanding professional ca-
reer or the caretaking of
friends and family (or as so of-
ten happens, a hybrid of all
three). Many of us also un-
dergo certain seasons — sea-
sons of the year, but also sea-
sons of life — that seem to
sap us of energy and leave us
totally empty.
In these times, it seems

impossible to continue in the
spirituality of Everyday Stew-
ardship. Graciousness, mind-
fulness, prayerfulness, gratit-

ude, accountability — main-
taining some semblance of
these characteristics in our
daily life feels not only overly
optimistic, but totally im-
possible.
The Church gives us cer-

tain liturgical seasons that are
meant to fill us up, almost like
spiritual pit stops. Advent is
one such season, and the
Scriptural passages we reflect
on at Mass during these four
weeks are filled with images
of nature defied. We see the
dry steppe blooming. We see
the weak made firm. We see
the frightened made strong.
We see the lame walk. We see
theVirgin give birth.
If you think you don’t have

anything left to give this Ad-
vent, think again. This is the
season of miracles when
what we thought was de-
pleted brings new life.

— Tracy EarlWelliver, MTS

Everyday Stewardship

For about a month I was con-
sistently feeling annoyed by
the people around me. A
friend challenged me to
simply notice my internal
judgments against others
throughout the day. Quickly I
“heard” my internal voice say-
ing things like: “He’s so lazy.”
“She’s weak and self-centred.”
“He’s arrogant.” “They are so
stupid.” And so on. To have
those thoughts was one

thing. But I was choosing
them and quietly agreeing
with them. They perhaps pro-
tected my fragile ego, but it
fuelled my frustration. My
friend invited me to commit
to refuse to agree with those
judgments, and I felt much
more at peace.
The Bible says, “Beloved,

do not grumble against one
another, so that you may not
be judged.” (James 5:9). That

word —“grumble”— beauti-
fully describes what I was do-
ing: quietly judging the inner
character of people in my life.
Of course, we judge actions
and ideas all the time. So we
must. But the grumble-judg-
ment is about persons. It is
never loving and always isol-
ates and attacks. Happily, we
don’t have to waste that pre-
cious spiritual energy be-
cause Jesus alone is the judge
of each person.

New year challenge: This

week, I challenge you to do
what my friend asked me to
do: notice your internal judg-
ments about those around
you (perhaps also those on tv,
social media, etc.), and then
to refuse to agree with the
judgments. Ask Jesus to help
you resist those unloving
judgments. It’s not easy, but
you’ll be amazed at the peace
that comes when Jesus liber-
ates you from grumble-judg-
ments.
— Father JohnMuir

Gospel Reflection



Bernadette, Jean Maureen,
Christopher, Paula, Peter,
Emilia, Jean, Teresa, Cath, the
sick sisters at Oaklea, David,

Marion, Dave, Neil, Paul, Andrew, Jacob, Stella, David, Alisa,
Susan, Mary, Jack, Richard, Margaret, Moira, Gerry, Nick, Maur-
een, Stella, Rose, Keith, Kelly, Kitty andTerry

Let us know if youwould like a name added to the list.

The Holy Souls.

Question: Our prayer group is
discussing ways we can

change and strengthen our
faith. What one thing could
we change that would have
the greatest impact on our
faith?
Answer: A famous coach once
said that when the team is in
trouble and things aren’t go-
ing well, go back to the ba-
sics; when the team is win-
ning and things are going
well, go back to the basics!

Any renewal program, faith
development, or spiritual
growth effort has to startwith
the basic core of what it
means to believe. If the
foundation is not strong, the
housewill not stand. So if you
work on one thing, begin
with the idea that God is love,
who loves us and calls us to
love one another. If we really
take that belief to heart, it

changes how we see God,
ourselves, and one another. It
would change how we pray,
howwe treat others, and how
we understand and live our
own life. Our sense of mission
and purpose will be more fo-
cused on God’s plan and our
role in it. Love is the core of
faith, the goal of life, and the
hope of heaven.Whatever we
do to strengthen and deepen

Why do we do that?

First Reading: Isaiah encour-
aged his community to “be
strong, do not fear!”sinceGod
has planned a future restora-
tion of both the land and the
people. Who in your life

needs to hear words of en-
couragement and support
right now?

Second Reading: James urges
his community to be patient

and non-judgmental with
each other as we wait for the
coming of the Lord. In what
ways is this a challenge for
you this Advent season?

Gospel: In today’s reading,
Matthewoffers a glimpse into

the personal relationship
between Jesus and John the
Baptist. Jesus has great re-
spect for John yet counts him
“least” in the kingdom of
heaven. What do you think
this tells us about those in the
kingdom of heaven?

Questions for theWeek

Saint of
theWeek
Saint Damasus served as
bishopof Rome for 18 years as
Pope Damasus I (366-384). He
had to endure significant
controversy early in his ponti-
fical reign when a factional
group of bishops insisted that
their chosen claimant, Ursi-
nus, was the true pope. Both
sides resorted to violence be-
fore the issue was decided in
favour of Damasus. He went
on to make the unification of
the Church a central focus of
his papacy and fervently
fought to counter any divi-
sion caused by the many

heretical teachings of his
time.
While he was pope, Chris-

tianity was declared the
official religion of the Roman
Empire and Rome’s authority
in the Church was decided by
a synod that Damasus called
in 382. This synod established
Rome as the direct descend-
ant of the Church founded by
the apostle Saint Peter, the
apostolic see, and put an end
to confusion stemming from
Constantinople, which some
were already calling‘The New
Rome’.
To further unify the

Church, Damasus introduced
Latin as the principle litur-
gical language and commis-
sioned his secretary, Saint

Jerome, to compile and revise
the various translations of the
Bible into one official transla-
tion to be used by the entire
Church: The Latin Vulgate.
This successfully preserved
the original Scriptures by
making them more access-
ible to the average Christian.
A writer and poet himself,

Saint Damasus lives on in his-
tory through his many epi-
grams and verse inscriptions
that can be found on the Ro-
man catacombs that he re-
stored during his papacy.
Saint Jerome described his
friend, Pope Damasus, as be-
ing “an incomparable person,
learned in the Scriptures, a
virgin doctor of the virgin
Church, who loved chastity

and heard its praises with
pleasure.”

Come all ye faithful!

All your favourite
Christmas Carols

Children's Liturgy
Christingles

Bridge Street, Sunderland
St. Mary's Church

3 p.m.
Sunday, 11 December 2023

NINE LESSONS AND CAROLS     
ADORATION & BENEDICTION

A Traditional
Carol Service

First Reading:
Be strong, fear not! Here is
your God, he comes with vin-
dication; with divine recom-
pense he comes to save you.
(Is 35:4)

Psalm:
Come, Lord, and save us. (Ps
145)

SecondReading:
Make your hearts firm, be-
cause the coming of the Lord
is at hand. (Jas 5:7)

Gospel Acclamation:
Alleluia, alleluia!
The spirit of the Lord has
been given to me. He has
sent me to bring the good
news to the poor. Alleluia!

Gospel:
John his disciples to Jesus
with this question, “Are you
the one who is to come, or
should we look for another?”
(Mt 11:2-3)
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Gaudete! Rejoice! Those are
the opening words from the
Entrance Antiphon of today’s
Mass andon this third Sunday
of Advent. Even the normal
Advent purple softens to rose.
It is as if the liturgy is inviting
us to stop and take a breath.
Sometimes, when we’re

on a long journey, it can be
hard to gauge just how farwe
have actually come. When
we’re climbing a mountain,
for example,we’re usually just
focussed on what lies imme-
diately ahead.
Today the invitation is to

stop and have a look behind
at how far we’ve come. Of
course, the view from the top
of the mountain is always
better, but the view from half-
way up isn’t too bad either!
We are now half-way

through our Advent journey
and in just two weeks it will
be Christmas. It is easy some-
times to get overwhelmed by
the tasks that lie in front of us
and forget how far we have
already come. Seeing how far

we have come might just be
the encouragement we need
to continue on the path of
discipleship.
The other thing about

climbing a mountain is that
we can get so focussed on
what we are doing that we
lose sight of everything and
everyone around us. The
Christian life is not a solo
sport—Jesus never intended
for us to do it by ourselves.
That’s why we have the saints
and the Church community.
When we pause on our

journey and look around we
can see that there are people
all around us, journeyingwith
us, encouraging and support-
ing us.We’re never alone, just
look up and see!
Gaudate Sunday is a re-

minder that we to pause and
take a breath, to enjoy the
view from where we are, to
see how far we’ve
come, and
know that
we’re never
alone.

Flock Notes

11 THIRD SUNDAY OF
ADVENT (A)

12 Monday
Our Lady of Guadalupe

13 Tuesday
Saint Lucy,Virgin, Martyr

14 Wednesday
Saint John of the Cross, Priest, Doctor

15 Thursday

16 Friday

17 Saturday

18 FOURTH SUNDAY OF
ADVENT (A)

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
9:00 MASS Convent James & NoraWard (RIP)
10.30 MASS St Mary’s People of the Parish
3.00 Parish Carol Service St Mary’s
5.00 MASS St Mary’s Margaret Norman (RIP)

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
9.00 Arise Mercy Chapel
12.05 MASS St Mary’s Harry & Nellie Randle (RIP)
12.45 Chaplet of DivineMercy St Mary’s
17.15 Evening Prayer Mercy Chapel
6.30 Catholicism St Mary’s Catholic Centre

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
12.05 MASS St Mary’s Holy Souls
1.00 Over 60s St Mary’s Catholic Centre
4.30 Chaplaincy Tuesdays Upper Room

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
12.05 MASS St Mary’s In thanksgiving (FLV)
5.15 Evening Prayer Mercy Chapel
6.30 RCIA Upper Room

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
10.00 Open House St Mary’s Catholic Centre
10.15 Confessions St Cecilia’s
10.30 MASS St Cecilia’s DavidMead (RIP)
12.05 MASS St Mary’s Jimmy Boxer (RIP)
5.00 Restore Mercy Chapel

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
12.05 MASS St Mary’s Holy Souls
12.45 Holy Rosary St Mary’s
5.15 Evening Prayer Mercy Chapel

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
10.30 Confessions St Mary’s
11.00 MASS St Mary’s Holy Souls
11.45 Confessions St Mary’s
6.00 VIGIL MASS St Cecilia’s Kathleen Blackmore(RIP)
7.00 Songbirds’Concert St Mary’s

8.00 Morning Prayer Mercy Chapel
9:00 MASS Convent Dec’d ofWard & Garvey Families
10.30 MASS St Mary’s James & Julia Maddison (RIP)
5.00 MASS St Mary’s People of the Parish

Parish Carol Service
This Sunday afternoon at 3pm
we’re holing our parish carol
service. There’ll be readings
from scripture, your favourite
carols and activities for chil-
dren. Afterwards, we’ll have
mince pies in the hall. This is
the perfect way to mark the
half-way point of Advent and
get into the spirit of Christ-
mas!

Gift Aid
Thanks to the generosity of
our 77 GiftAid parishioners
who gave £34,270 last finan-
cial year, we were able to
claim from HMRC £8,567.52.
There are letters at the back of
the church from the diocese

for all GiftAiders detailing
your contributions.
GiftAid is free money for

the parish! All you have to do
is be a taxpayer and register
with the parish. We can then
claim back 20% extra on top
of your offering, at no cost to
yourself. There are forms at
theback of the church to fill in
and return. Make your contri-
butions to the parish go even
further in 2023!

CAFOD
Thank you to everyone who
continues to give to CAFOD
through the collection boxes.
The last collection raised £113.
Please continue to be as gen-
erous as you can to our sisters

and brothers facing drought
and famine in East Africa and
other crises throughout the
world.

St Arnold Society
Unfortunately we’ve had to
cancel next Thursday’s meet-
ing of the St Arnold Society.
Bishop Robert isn’t able to
come because of his ill health
and there were other prob-
lems as well. We’re looking to
address these and plan to be
back in the New Year bigger
and better!

Songbirds’ Concert
The Songbird’s Christmas con-
cert is next Saturday at 7pm in
St Mary’s.

Announcements


