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			A Note to Readers
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			May the Word of God reach our hearts, touch our lives, and transform us, so that we, like the first Christians, can say, “Without Sunday, we cannot live.”

			We live in an unprecedented time, never before seen in our lifetime. The pandemic caused by the coronavirus has threatened to upend our daily rhythms, our work, our homes, even our faith. More than ever we need books like Reflections on the Sunday Gospel to stir us to hope, to comfort, to peace. We need to remember what we live for.

			These reflections, drawn from both homilies given by Pope Francis and readings from the Fathers of the Church, including Saint Augustine, Saint Jerome, and Saint Ambrose, do more than offer a way to enter into the liturgical year with weekly readings to enrich your devotional time. They offer Christ, and the power of his Resurrection. They offer his words of assurance: “I have told you this so that you might have peace in me. In the world you will have trouble, but take courage, I have conquered the world” (Jn 16:33).

			It is with great care and consideration that Image Books is publishing Reflections on the Sunday Gospel by Pope Francis. Pope Francis believes that getting the Word deep into our hearts is of the utmost importance, and his love for Christians everywhere and their great good is apparent on every page. This book, full of heartfelt meditations from Pope Francis on the Sunday Gospel, the importance of the Eucharist, and reading the Word daily, will empower Christians everywhere to more fully live out their faith in their daily life. Certain adjustments to the original Italian texts, including colloquialisms, punctuation, and grammar, have been made for the sake of cohesion and consistency.

			Blessings,

			Keren Baltzer, VP, Editorial Director, Image Books

			July 2022

		

	
		
		
			A Note from the Curators

			This collection of reflections by Pope Francis draws from the Angelus prayers, as well as some homilies, that fall on the holidays and Sundays of the year. Accompanying these reflections from the Holy Father are brief passages taken from early Church fathers—those who guided the first Christians—who offer food for thought and deepen Pope Francis’s words. Also, at the back of this book you will find papal sources and important dates to further enhance your reading experience.

			—Pierluigi Banna and Isacco Pagani

		

	
		
		
			Introduction

			Today we begin a new series of catecheses, which will direct our gaze toward the “heart” of the Church, namely, the Eucharist. It is fundamental that we Christians clearly understand the value and significance of the Holy Mass, in order to live out our relationship with God ever more fully.

			In the year 304, during the Diocletianic Persecution, a group of Christians from North Africa were surprised by soldiers as they were celebrating Mass in a house, and were arrested. In the interrogation, the Roman proconsul asked them why they had done so, knowing that it was absolutely prohibited. They responded: “Without Sunday we cannot live,” which meant: if we cannot celebrate the Eucharist, we cannot live; our Christian life would die.

			Those Christians from North Africa were killed because they were celebrating the Eucharist. They gave witness that one can renounce earthly life for the Eucharist, because it gives us eternal life, making us participants in Christ’s victory over death. This witness challenges us all and calls for a response to what it means for each of us to partake in the Sacrifice of Mass and approach the Lord’s table.

			The Eucharist is a wondrous event in which Jesus Christ, our life, makes himself present. Participating in the Mass “is truly living again the redemptive Passion and death of Our Lord. It is a visible manifestation. The Lord makes himself present on the altar to be offered to the Father for the salvation of the world” (Homily at the Domus Sanctae Marthae, February 10, 2014).

			The Lord is there with us, present. But so often when we go to Mass, we look at things around us and talk among ourselves, all while the priest is celebrating the Eucharist…and we do not celebrate close to him.

			But it is the Lord! He is there, present! If today the President of the Republic were to come, or some very important world personage, it is certain that we would all try to gather close to him, that we would want to greet him. So think: when you go to Mass, the Lord is there! And yet you get distracted. Remember, it is the Lord! We have to think about this.

			“Father, it’s that the Masses are dull,” you say.

			“But what are you saying, that the Lord is dull?”

			“No, no,” you respond. “Not the Mass, the priests.”

			“Ah, may the priests convert, but it is the Lord who is there!

			“Participating in Mass is living again the redemptive Passion and death of Our Lord.” Do you understand? Do not forget it.

			Now let us try asking ourselves a few simple questions. For example, why do we make the sign of the Cross and perform the Penitential Rite at the beginning of Mass? Here, I would like to add an important side note: Have you seen how children make the sign of the Cross? No one knows what they are doing, whether it is the sign of the Cross or an outline. They do this [gesturing]. Children must be taught how to make the sign of the Cross properly. This is how the Mass begins; this is how life begins; this is how the day begins. This means that we are redeemed by the Lord’s Cross. Watch the children and teach them how to make the sign of the Cross properly.

			And those readings, during Mass, why are they there? Why are there three readings on Sunday and two on the other days? Why are they read? What do the readings at Mass mean? What is their purpose? Or why does the priest presiding at the celebration say at a certain point: “Lift up our hearts”? He does not say: “Lift up your cell phones to take a photo”! No, that’s bad! I tell you, it makes me sad when I am celebrating here in Saint Peter’s Square or in the Basilica to see many cell phones lifted up, not only by the faithful but also by some priests and even bishops! But please! Mass is not a spectacle. It is a time to encounter the Passion and Resurrection of the Lord. This is why the priest says: “Lift up our hearts.” What does this mean? Remember: no cell phones!

			In order to get his message across, Christ also makes use of the words of the priest who, after the Gospel, gives the homily. Strongly recommended by the Second Vatican Council as part of the liturgy itself, the homily is not a trite discourse—nor a catechesis like the one I am giving now—nor is it a conference or a lesson. The homily is something else. What is the homily? It is taking up “once more the dialogue which the Lord has already established with his people,” so it may find fulfillment in life. The authentic exegesis of the Gospel is our holy life! The Word of the Lord concludes its journey by becoming flesh in us, being translated into works, as happened in Mary and in the saints. The Word of the Lord enters through the ears, goes to the heart, and passes to the hands, to good deeds. And the homily also follows the Word of the Lord and also follows this path in order to help us, so that the Word of the Lord may go to the hands, by passing through the heart.

			If at times there is reason for boredom because a homily is long or unfocused or unintelligible, at other times prejudice creates the obstacle. And the homilist must be aware that he is not doing something of his own, but is preaching, giving voice to Jesus; he is preaching the Word of Jesus. And the homily must be prepared well. It must be brief, short!

			My brief reflections on the Sunday Gospel, drawn from the comments made during the Angelus and some homilies in recent years, are for all readers—so we may all live out what we learn in Sunday Mass.

			May the Word of God reach our hearts, touch our lives, and transform us, so that we, like the first Christians, can say, “Without Sunday, we cannot live.”

		

	
		
		
			A New Horizon

			First Advent Sunday
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				Matthew 24:37–44

				41 “Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken, and one will be left. 42 Therefore, stay awake! For you do not know on which day your Lord will come. 43 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.”

			

			Today in the Church a new liturgical year begins, which is a new journey of faith for the People of God. And as always, we begin with Advent. The passage of the Gospel (Mt 24:37–44) introduces us to one of the most evocative themes of Advent: the visit of the Lord to humanity. The first visit—we all know—occurred with the Incarnation, Jesus’ birth in the cave of Bethlehem; the second takes place in the present: the Lord visits us constantly, each day, walking alongside us and being a consoling presence; in the end, there will be the third, the last visit, which we proclaim each time that we recite the Creed: “He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead.” Today, the Lord speaks to us about this final visit, which will take place at the end of time, and he tells us where we will arrive on our journey.

			The Word of God emphasizes the contrast between the normal unfolding of events, the everyday routine, and the unexpected coming of the Lord. Jesus says: “In [those] days before the flood, they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day that Noah entered the ark. They did not know until the flood came and carried them all away” (vv. 38–39): so says Jesus. It always strikes a chord when we think about the hours which precede a great disaster: everyone is calm, and they go about their usual business without realizing that their lives are about to be turned upside down. Of course, the Gospel does not want to scare us, but to open our horizons to another, greater dimension, one which on the one hand puts into perspective everyday things, while at the same time making them precious, crucial. The relationship with the God-who-comes-to-visit-us gives every gesture, everything a different light, a substance, a symbolic value.

			From this perspective there also comes an invitation to sobriety, to not be controlled by the things of this world, by material reality, but rather to govern them. If, by contrast, we allow ourselves to be influenced and overpowered by these things, we cannot perceive that there is something very important: our final encounter with the Lord. This is important. That encounter. And everyday matters must have this horizon, and must be directed to that horizon: this encounter with the Lord, who comes for us. In that moment, as the Gospel says, “Two men will be out in the field; one will be taken and one will be left” (v. 40). It is an invitation to be vigilant, because in not knowing when he will come, we need to be ever ready to leave.

			In this season of Advent, we are called to expand the horizons of our hearts, to be amazed by the life which presents itself each day with newness. In order to do this, we must learn to not depend on our own certainties, on our own established strategies, because the Lord comes at a time that we do not imagine. He comes to bring us into a more beautiful and grand dimension.

			
				Readings from the Fathers of the Church

				Saint Augustine,
Let us love and not fear him who will come

				What then will the Christian do? He will make use of the world, but not become the world’s slave. What does that mean? In spite of having things, he will behave as if he did not have them. This is what the apostle Paul says: “The world in its present form is passing away. I should like you to be free of anxieties” (1 Cor 7:31–32).

				He who has no worries is serene in waiting for the coming of the Lord. In fact, what sort of love do we have for Christ if we are afraid of his coming? And are we not ashamed of this, brothers? We love him, and we are afraid of his coming. But do we truly love him? Or is it, perhaps, that we love Christ less than our sins? Well then, let us hate sin, and love him who will come to punish sin! Whether we like it or not, he will come. If he does not come immediately, it does not mean that he will never come. He will certainly come, and when you least expect it.

				If you want to find him full of mercy, be merciful yourself before he comes. If someone has slighted you, forgive him. If you have something in surplus, give it to your neighbor. Whose, in fact, are the things that you give? Are they not, perhaps, his things? If you were to give your own garment, you would be making an optional donation; but since you give the garment you got from him, you make nothing but a restitution. What in fact do you have that you have not received (cf. 1 Cor 4:7)? These, then, are the victims most pleasing to God: compassion, humility, confession, peace, charity. Let us bring these offerings to the altar and we will wait calmly for the coming of the judge, who will judge the world according to justice and the peoples according to his truth (cf. Ps 9:9).

			

		

	
		
		
			A Big “Yes”

			Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary
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				Luke 1:26–38

				34 “How can this be, since I have no relations with a man?” 35 And the angel said to her in reply, “The holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God. 36 And behold, Elizabeth, your relative, has also conceived a son in her old age, and this is the sixth month for her who was called barren; 37 for nothing will be impossible for God.” 38 Mary said, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord. May it be done to me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.

			

			Today’s Gospel of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary presents a crucial point in the history of the relationship between man and God, leading us to the origin of good and evil. This is when God comes to live among us, becoming man like us.

			And this was made possible through a great “yes”—that of the sin was the “no”; this is the “yes,” it is a great “yes”—that of Mary at the moment of the Annunciation. Because of this “yes,” Jesus began his journey along the path of humanity; he began it in Mary, spending the first months of life in his Mother’s womb. He did not appear as a man, grown and strong, but he followed the journey of a human being. He was made equal to us in every way, except for one thing, that “no.” Except for sin. For this reason, he chose Mary, the only creature without sin, immaculate. In the Gospel, with one word only, she is called “full of grace” (Lk 1:28), that is, filled with grace. It means that, in her, full of grace from the start, there is no space for sin. And when we turn to her, we too recognize this beauty: we invoke her, “full of grace,” without a shadow of evil.

			Mary responds to God’s proposal by saying: “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord” (v. 38). She does not say: “Well, this time I will do God’s will; I will make myself available, then I will see…” No. Hers is a full, total “yes,” for her entire life, without conditions. And just as the original “no” closed the passage between man and God, so Mary’s “yes” opened the path to God among us. It is the most important “yes” in history, the humble “yes” that reverses the prideful original “no,” the faithful “yes” that heals disobedience, the willing “yes” that overturns the vanity of sin.

			For each of us too, there is a history of salvation made up of yeses and nos. Sometimes, though, we are experts in the halfhearted “yes”: we are good at pretending not to understand what God wants and what our conscience suggests. We are also crafty. And so as not to say a true “no” to God, we say: “Sorry, I can’t”; “Not today, I think tomorrow.” “Tomorrow I’ll be better; tomorrow I will pray, I will do good tomorrow.” This cunning leads us away from the “yes.” It distances us from God and leads us to “no,” to the sinful “no,” to the “no” of mediocrity: the famous “yes, but…”; “yes, Lord, but…” In this way we close the door to goodness, and evil takes advantage of these omitted yeses. Each of us has a collection of them within. Think about it: we will find many omitted yeses.

			Instead, every complete “yes” to God gives rise to a new story. To say “yes” to God is truly “original.” It is the origin, not the sin, that makes us old on the inside. Have you thought about this, that sin makes us old on the inside? It makes us grow old quickly! Every “yes” to God gives rise to stories of salvation for us and for others. Like Mary with her own “yes.”

			In this Advent journey, God wishes to visit us and awaits our “yes.” Let’s think: I, today, what “yes” must I say to God? Let’s think about it; it will do us good. And we will find the Lord’s voice in God, who asks something of us: a step forward. “I believe in you; I hope in you. I love you; be it done to me according to your good will.” This is the “yes.”

			With generosity and trust, like Mary, let us say today, each of us, this personal “yes” to God.

			
				Readings from the Fathers of the Church

				Saint Augustine,
The first disciple of Christ

				“For whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is my brother, and sister, and mother” (Mt 12:50). Was not one who did the Father’s will the Virgin Mary, who through faith believed, through faith conceived, was chosen so that from her salvation should be born for us among men, and was created by Christ before Christ was created in her womb? Holy Mary did the Father’s will and did it to the full; and thus it is worth more for Mary to have been a disciple rather than the mother of Christ. It is worth more, it is a more blessed prerogative to have been a disciple rather than the mother of Christ. Mary was blessed because before bringing him forth she carried in her womb the Teacher. […]

				“Rather, blessed are those who hear the word of God and observe it” (Lk 11:28). So this is why Mary too was blessed, because she listened to the word of God and put it into practice. She kept the truth in her mind more than the flesh in her womb. The truth is Christ, the flesh is Christ: Christ truth in the mind of Mary, Christ flesh in the womb of Mary; there is more worth in that which is in the mind than in that which is carried in the womb. […]

				Dearly beloved, consider what you yourselves are: you too are members of Christ and the body of Christ. Pay attention to how you are that which Christ says: “Here are my mother and my brothers” (Mt 12:49). How can you be Christ’s mother? “Whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is my brother, and sister, and mother”(cf. Mt 12:50).

			

		

	
		
		
			True Joy

			Third Sunday of Advent
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				Matthew 11:2–11

				2 When John heard in prison of the works of the Messiah, he sent his disciples to him 3 with this question, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we look for another?” 4 Jesus said to them in reply, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5 the blind regain their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have the good news proclaimed to them. 6 And blessed is the one who takes no offense at me.”

			

			Today we celebrate the Third Sunday of Advent, which is characterized by Saint Paul’s invitation: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again, I will say, Rejoice…. The Lord is at hand” (Phil 4:4–6). It is not a superficial or purely emotional cheerfulness that the apostle exhorts, nor is it the cheerfulness of worldliness or of consumerism. No, it is not that, but rather, it entails a more authentic joy, the taste of which we are called to rediscover. The taste of true joy. It is a joy that touches our innermost being, as we await Jesus, who has already come to bring salvation to the world, the promised Messiah, born in Bethlehem of the Virgin Mary.

			In today’s Gospel, the imprisoned John the Baptist sends his disciples to ask Jesus a very clear question: “Are you the one who is to come, or should we look for another?” (Mt 11:3). John was in a moment of darkness; he was anxiously awaiting the Messiah and used colorful language to describe him in his preaching as a judge who would finally inaugurate the Kingdom of God and purify his people, rewarding the good and punishing the bad. John preached in this way: “Even now the ax lies at the root of the trees. Therefore every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Mt 3:10). Now that Jesus has begun his public mission in a different manner, John suffers because he is in a twofold darkness: the darkness of his prison cell, and the darkness of heart. He does not understand this manner of Jesus, and he wants to know if he is really the Messiah, or if he must await someone else.

			And what does Jesus say to these messengers? “The blind regain their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised” (Mt 11:5).

			They are not words, but are facts which demonstrate how salvation, brought by Jesus, seizes the human being and regenerates him. God has entered history in order to free us from the slavery of sin; he set his tent in our midst in order to share our existence, to heal our lesions, to bind our wounds, and to give us new life. Joy is the fruit of this intervention of God’s salvation and love.

			We are called to let ourselves be drawn in by the feeling of exultation. But a Christian who isn’t joyful is a Christian who is lacking something, or else is not a Christian! It is heartfelt joy, the joy within which leads us forth and gives us courage. The Lord comes, he comes into our life as a liberator; he comes to free us from all forms of interior and exterior slavery. It is he who shows us the path of faithfulness, of patience, and of perseverance because, upon his return, our joy will be overflowing. Christmas is near, the signs of his approach are evident along our streets and in our houses; here too, in Saint Peter’s Square, the nativity scene has been set up with the tree beside it. These outward signs invite us to welcome the Lord, who always comes and knocks at our door, knocks at our heart, in order to draw near to us; he invites us to recognize his footsteps among the brothers and sisters who pass beside us, especially the weakest and most needy.

			Today we are called to rejoice for the imminent coming of our Redeemer; and we are called to share this joy with others, giving comfort and hope to the poor, the sick, and to people who are lonely and unhappy.

			May the Virgin Mary, the “handmaid of the Lord,” help us to hear God’s voice in prayer and to serve him with compassion in our brothers, so as to be prepared for the Christmas appointment, preparing our hearts to welcome Jesus.

			
				Readings from the Fathers of the Church

				Saint Jerome,
From everyday toil to true joy

				“For they will hardly dwell on the shortness of life, because God lets them busy themselves with the joy of their heart” (Eccl 5:19). The Lord certainly grants joy to the heart of the wise man; he will not be in sadness; he will not be tormented by anxiety, absorbed as he is by the present gladness and pleasure. The concept is expressed better by Saint Paul when he speaks of a spiritual food and drink granted by God (cf. 1 Cor 10:3) and glimpses the goodness of his every effort in being able to contemplate those true goods through the toil of work. This is our part, which brings us joy even in the toil of work, because as much as it is good to work, nevertheless until Christ is manifested in our life, we have not yet attained a complete good. In this sense not even God will think too much of the days of our life. In this sense the occupation spoken of is to be understood as the spiritual occupation that brings true joy. […]

				The Christian man, on closer inspection, knows the heavenly Scriptures, and all the efforts of his words and of his soul employ him until he is full of that which he always desires to learn. He has this much more than the fool: the fact of feeling himself poor, like that poor man who in the Gospel is called blessed. Feeling himself poor, he hastens to embrace those things which are vital for him, while still traveling the hard and narrow path that leads to that which gives life. He is poor in wicked works and knows where to dwell: in Christ, who is the life.

			

		

	
		
		
			God Near to Us

			Fourth Sunday of Advent
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				Matthew 1:18–24

				18 Now this is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about. When his mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found with child through the holy Spirit. 19 Joseph her husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame, decided to divorce her quietly. 20 Such was his intention when, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her. 21 She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

			

			The liturgy for today, the Fourth and last Sunday of Advent, is characterized by the theme of closeness, God’s closeness to humanity. The Gospel passage (Mt 1:18–24) shows us two people, the two people who, more than anyone else, were involved in this mystery of love: the Virgin Mary and her husband, Joseph. A mystery of love, the mystery of God’s closeness to humanity.

			Mary is presented in the light of the prophet who says: “Behold, the virgin shall be with child and bear a son” (v. 23). Matthew the Evangelist recognizes that this happened in Mary, who conceived Jesus through the Holy Spirit (cf. v. 18). The Son of God “comes” into her womb in order to become man, and she welcomes him. Thus, in a unique way, God drew near to mankind, taking on flesh through a woman: God drew near to us and took on flesh through a woman.

			To us too, in a different way, God draws near with his grace in order to enter our life and offer us the gift of his Son. What do we do? Do we welcome him, let him draw near, or do we reject him, push him away? As Mary, freely offering herself to the Lord of history, allowed him to change the destiny of mankind, so too can we, by welcoming Jesus and seeking to follow him each day, cooperate in his salvific plan for us and for the world. Mary thus appears to us as a model to look to and upon whose support we can count in our search for God, in our closeness to God, in thus allowing God to draw close to us and in our commitment to build the culture of love.

			The other protagonist of today’s Gospel is Saint Joseph. The Evangelist highlights that alone, Joseph cannot explain to himself the event which he sees taking place before his eyes, namely, Mary’s pregnancy. Just then, in that moment of doubt, even anguish, God approaches him—him too—through his messenger and [Joseph] is enlightened about the nature of this maternity: “it is through the holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her” (cf. v. 20). Thus, in facing this extraordinary event, which surely gave rise

			
			
			
				Readings from the Fathers of the Church

				Saint Augustine,
Loving will bring God near to you
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