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A Big “Yes”

The Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary

 

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).





A Conversation That Changes Hearts

Third Sunday of Ordinary Time

 

Matthew 4:12–­13; 17–­23

12 When he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth and went to live in Capernaum by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali, . . . 17 Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 18 As he was walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon who is called Peter, and his brother Andrew, casting a net into the sea; they were fishermen. 19 He said to them, “Come after me, and I will make you fishers of men.” 20 At once they left their nets and followed him. 21 He walked along from there and saw two other brothers, James, the son of Zebedee, and his brother John. They were in a boat, with their father Zebedee, mending their nets. He called them, 22 and immediately they left their boat and their father and followed him.

Today’s Gospel passage (Mt 4:12–­23) recounts the beginning of Jesus’ preaching in Galilee. He leaves Nazareth, a village in the mountains, and settles in Capernaum, an important center on the lakeshore, inhabited largely by pagans, a crossroads between the Mediterranean and the Mesopotamian inland. This choice indicates that the beneficiaries of his preaching are not only his compatriots, but those who arrive in the cosmopolitan “Galilee of the Gentiles” (v. 15; cf. Is 8:23), for that’s what it was called. Seen from the capital Jerusalem, that land is geographically peripheral and religiously impure because it was full of pagans, having mixed with those who did not belong to Israel. Great things were not expected from Galilee for the history of salvation. Instead, right from there—­precisely from there—­radiated that “light” on which we meditated in recent Sundays: the light of Christ. It radiated right from the periphery.

Jesus’ message reiterates that of the Baptist, announcing the “kingdom of heaven” (v. 17). This Kingdom does not involve the establishment of a new political power, but the fulfillment of the Covenant between God and his people, which inaugurates a season of peace and justice. To secure this Covenant pact with God, each one is called to convert, transforming his or her way of thinking and living. This is important: converting is changing not only the way of life but also the way of thinking. It is a transformation of thought. It is a matter of changing not clothing, but habits!

What differentiates Jesus from John the Baptist is the way and manner. Jesus chooses to be an itinerant prophet. He doesn’t stay and await people, but goes to encounter them. Jesus is always on the road! His first missionary appearances take place along the lake of Galilee, in contact with the multitude, in particular with the fishermen. There, Jesus does not only proclaim the coming of the Kingdom of God but seeks companions to join in his salvific mission. In this very place he meets two pairs of brothers: Simon and Andrew, James and John. He calls them, saying: “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (v. 19). The call reaches them in the middle of their daily activity.

The Lord reveals himself to us not in an extraordinary or impressive way, but in the everyday circumstances of our life. There we must discover the Lord; and there he reveals himself, makes his love felt in our heart; and there—­with this dialogue with him in the everyday circumstances of life—­he changes our heart. The response of the four fishermen is immediate and willing: “Immediately they left their nets and followed him” (v. 20). We know, in fact, that they were disciples of the Baptist and that, thanks to his witness, they had already begun to believe in Jesus as the Messiah (cf. Jn 1:35–­42).

We, today’s Christians, have the joy of proclaiming and witnessing to our faith because there was that first announcement, because there were those humble and courageous men who responded generously to Jesus’ call. On the shores of the lake, in an inconceivable land, the first community of disciples of Christ was born. May the knowledge of these beginnings give rise in us to the desire to bear Jesus’ Word, love, and tenderness in every context, even the most difficult and resistant. To carry the Word to all the peripheries! All the spaces of human living are soil on which to cast the seeds of the Gospel, so they may bear the fruit of salvation.

May the Virgin Mary help us with her maternal intercession to respond joyfully to Jesus’ call, and to place ourselves at the service of the Kingdom of God.

Readings from the Fathers of the Church

Saint Leo the Great, God speaks in a gentle and friendly way

Dearly beloved, when the Lord Jesus Christ preached the Gospel of the Kingdom and throughout all of Galilee healed infirmities, the fame of his miracles spread throughout Syria, and in droves they came running to this heavenly physician from all over Judea. Since ignorant human faith is very slow to believe what it does not see and to hope in what it does not know, the divine wisdom had to attract it by means of bodily favors and visible miracles. [. . .] After caring for souls through the healing of bodies, he withdrew from the crowd surrounding him, went up onto a nearby mountain, and called the apostles to him. He filled their hearts with sublime teachings from the height of a mystical seat.

By choosing to preach from such a place, he wanted to indicate that it had been he himself who at one time had deigned to come down and converse with Moses. But there he had spoken with a rather tremendous justice, here instead he speaks with his more sacred clemency. [. . .]

The same one who had spoken to Moses now speaks with the apostles, and in the hearts of the disciples the rapid hand of the Word wrote the decrees of the New Testament. He was not surrounded, as in time past, by a mass of clouds, nor by terrible thunder and lightning, while the people stayed far from the mountain in terror. Now, instead, he spoke clearly for their ears and held a gentle dialogue with them, so that the gentleness of grace might remove the harshness of the law, and the spirit of adoption remove the terror of slavery.





A Christian “Revolution”

Seventh Sunday of Ordinary Time

 

Matthew 5:38–­48

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun rise on the bad and the good, and causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust. 46 For if you love those who love you, what recompense will you have? Do not the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet your brothers only, what is unusual about that? Do not the pagans do the same? 48 So be perfect, just as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

In this Sunday’s Gospel (Mt 5:38–­48)—­one of the passages that best illustrates Christian “revolution”—­Jesus shows us the way of true justice through the law of love, which is greater than the law of retaliation, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” This ancient law imposed the infliction on wrongdoers of a punishment equivalent to the damage they caused: death for those who killed, amputation for those who injured, and so on. Jesus does not ask his disciples to abide evil, but asks them to react; however, not with another evil action, but with good. This is the only way to break the chain of evil: one evil leads to another, which leads to another evil. . . . This chain of evil is broken, and things truly begin to change. Evil is, in fact, a “void,” a void of good. It is not possible to fill a void, except with “fullness,” that is, good. Revenge never leads to conflict resolution. “You did this to me, I will do it back to you”: this never resolves conflict, nor is it even Christian.

According to Jesus, the rejection of violence can also involve the sacrifice of a legitimate right. He gives a few examples of this: turn the other cheek, give up your coat or money, accept other sacrifices (v. 39–­42). But such sacrifice does not mean that the demands of justice should be ignored or contradicted. No, on the contrary, Christian love, which manifests itself in a special way in mercy, is an achievement superior to justice. What Jesus wants to teach us is the clear distinction that we must make between justice and revenge. Distinguishing between justice and revenge: revenge is never just. We are permitted to ask for justice. It is our duty to exercise justice. We are, however, not permitted to avenge ourselves or in any way foment revenge, as it is an expression of hatred and violence. Jesus teaches us this not only to fulfill the law but also to heal our hearts.

Jesus wishes to propose not a new system of civil law but rather the commandment to love thy neighbor, which also includes loving enemies: “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (v. 44). And this is not easy. These words should be seen not as an approval of evil carried out by an enemy but as an invitation to a loftier perspective, a magnanimous perspective, similar to that of the Heavenly Father, who, Jesus says, “makes his sun rise on the bad and the good, and causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust” (v. 45). An enemy, in fact, is also a human being, created as such in God’s image, despite the fact that, in the present, that image may be tarnished by shameful behavior.

When we speak of “enemies,” we should not think about people who are different or far removed from us; let us also talk about ourselves, as we may come into conflict with our neighbor, at times with our relatives. How many hostilities exist within families—­how many! Let us think about this. Enemies are also those who speak ill of us, who defame us and do us harm. It is not easy to digest this. We are called to respond to each of them with good, which also has strategies inspired by love.

May the Lord give us the grace to pray for our enemies, for those who persecute us. These prayers will heal us, because prayer is powerful and makes us more aware that we are children of the Father.

May the Virgin Mary help us follow Jesus on this demanding path, which truly exalts human dignity and lets us live as children of our Father who art in heaven. May she help us to exercise patience, dialogue, forgiveness, and to be artisans of communion, artisans of fraternity in our daily life, and above all in our families.

Readings from the Fathers of the Church

Saint Ambrose, Jesus forgave his own executioners

If returning love is common to all, even to sinners, he who professes a higher faith must also pay more fruitful attention to virtue, for the sake of loving even those who do not love him. [. . .] The Lord Jesus, going beyond the words inspired by the Law and the highest summits of philosophy, wanted the obligation of mercy to be extended also to those who wrong us. [. . .] All of this the Lord said and did. He, when he was insulted did not respond with insults (cf. 1 Pt 2:23), when he was struck he did not return the blows, when he was stripped he put up no resistance, when he was crucified he pleaded for the forgiveness of his own executioners, saying: “Father, forgive them, because they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23:34). He held blameless of all fault those who had blamed him. For him they were preparing the Cross, he in exchange was giving salvation and love. And yet, since even the effort for virtue grows slack if it finds no recompense, he gave us the example and promised us the prize of Heaven, giving assurance that his imitators would become children of God (cf. 1 Jn 3:1). [. . .]

But how great is this merciful recompense, through which we are granted the right to become children of God! Follow mercy, then, in order to merit grace. The kindness of God has no limits: he makes it rain upon the ungrateful (cf. Mt 5:45).





Answer Only with the Word of God

First Sunday of Lent

 

Matthew 4:1–­11

3 The tempter approached and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command that these stones become loaves of bread.” 4 He said in reply, “It is written: ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of God.’ ” . . . 8 Then the devil took him up to a very high mountain, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in their magnificence, 9 and he said to him, “All these I shall give to you, if you will prostrate yourself and worship me.” 10 At this, Jesus said to him, “Get away, Satan! It is written: ‘The Lord, your God, shall you worship and him alone shall you serve.’ ” 11 Then the devil left him and, behold, angels came and ministered to him.

In this First Sunday of Lent, the Gospel introduces us to the journey toward Easter, revealing Jesus as he remains in the desert for forty days, subjected to the temptations of the devil (Mt 4:1–­11). This episode takes place at a precise moment in Jesus’ life: immediately after his Baptism in the river Jordan and prior to his public ministry. He has just received the solemn investiture: the Spirit of God has descended upon him, the heavenly Father has declared him “my beloved Son” (v. 17). Jesus is now ready to begin his mission; and as this mission has a declared enemy, namely, Satan, he confronts him straightaway, “up close.” The devil plays precisely on the title “Son of God” in order to deter Jesus from the fulfillment of his mission—­“If you are the Son of God” (4:3, 6)—­and proposes that he perform miraculous acts—­be a “magician”—­such as transforming stones into bread to satiate his hunger, and throwing himself down from the temple wall to be saved by the angels. These two temptations are followed by the third: to worship him, the devil, to have dominion over the world (cf. v. 9).

Through this threefold temptation, Satan wants to divert Jesus from the way of obedience and humiliation—­because he knows that in this way, on this path, evil will be conquered—­and to lead him down the false shortcut to success and glory. But the devil’s poisonous arrows are “blocked” by Jesus with the shield of God’s Word (vv. 4, 10), which expresses the will of the Father. Jesus does not speak a word of his own: he responds only with the Word of God. Thus, the Son, filled with the power of the Holy Spirit, comes out of the desert victorious.

During the forty days of Lent, as Christians we are invited to follow in Jesus’ footsteps and face the spiritual battle with the Evil One with the strength of the Word of God. Not with our words: they are worthless. The Word of God: this has the strength to defeat Satan. For this reason, it is important to be familiar with the Bible: read it often, meditate on it, assimilate it. The Bible contains the Word of God, which is always timely and effective. Someone has asked: What would happen were we to treat the Bible as we treat our mobile phone? Were we to always carry it with us, or at least a small, pocket-­sized Gospel, what would happen? Were we to turn back when we forget it—­you forget your mobile phone: “Oh! I don’t have it, I’m going back to look for it”; were we to open it several times a day; were we to read God’s messages contained in the Bible as we read telephone messages, what would happen? Clearly the comparison is paradoxical, but it calls for reflection. Indeed, if we had God’s Word always in our heart, no temptation could separate us from God, and no obstacle could divert us from the path of good; we would know how to defeat the daily temptations of the evil that is within us and outside us; we would be more capable of living a life renewed according to the Spirit, welcoming and loving our brothers and sisters, especially the weakest and neediest, and also our enemies.

May the Virgin Mary, perfect icon of obedience to God and of unconditional trust in his will, sustain us on the Lenten journey, that we may set ourselves to listen docilely to the Word of God in order to achieve a true conversion of heart.

Readings from the Fathers of the Church

Saint Augustine, It is the Spirit who speaks in you

No one should count on his own wisdom when he speaks; no one should trust in his own strength when he suffers temptation. In fact, for our speech to be upright and prudent, our wisdom must come from God; and for us to bear evils with fortitude, our patience must also come from him.

Consider the Lord Jesus Christ who, according to the Gospel, alerts his disciples; consider the King of the martyrs who provides his ranks with the weapons of the spirit, anticipates wars, administers resources, promises payment. After telling his disciples, “in this world you will be in tribulations,” in order to reassure their terrified hearts he immediately went on to say: “but have confidence, because I have defeated the world” (cf. Jn 16:33). [. . .]

“In this world,” the Lord says, “you will be in tribulations,” but in such a way that if the tribulation brings anxiety, it may not become oppressive, and if it attacks, it may not conquer. Against the soldiers of Christ the world unsheathes a two-­edged sword. [. . .] It flatters them, in fact, to lead them into error, and it terrorizes them to break down their resistance. Let us not be carried away by the impulse to preserve ourselves, let us not be frightened by the cruelty that is brought against us, and the world is defeated. And, since Christ stands guard at both of these ways of attack, there is no defeat for the Christian. [. . .]

Therefore, to those he was deploying for combat of this sort, he addressed these words in the Gospel: “Do not worry about how to talk or what to say. In fact, it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you” (cf. Mt 10:19–­20).





A Gift Without Measure

Eleventh Week of Ordinary Time

 

John 6:51–­58

51 “I am the living bread that came down from heaven; whoever eats this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of the world.”

In many countries we are celebrating the Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ—­the Latin name is often used: Corpus Domini or Corpus Christi. Every Sunday the ecclesial community gathers around the Eucharist, the Sacrament instituted by Jesus at the Last Supper. Nevertheless, each year we joyfully celebrate the feast dedicated to this mystery, which is central to the faith, in order to fully express our adoration to Christ, who offers himself as the food and drink of salvation.

The Gospel of John presents the discourse on the “bread of life,” held by Jesus in the Synagogue of Capernaum, in which he affirms, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven; whoever eats this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of the world” (Jn 6:51). Jesus underlines that he has not come into this world to give something, but to give himself, his life, as nourishment for those who have faith in him. This, our communion with the Lord, obliges us, his disciples, to imitate him, making our existence, through our behavior, bread broken for others, as the Teacher has broken the bread that is truly his flesh. Indeed, this means for us generous conduct toward our neighbor, thereby demonstrating the attitude of giving life for others.

Every time we participate in Holy Mass and we are nourished by the Body of Christ, the presence of Jesus and of the Holy Spirit acts in us, shaping our hearts, communicating an interior disposition to us that translates into conduct according to the Gospel. Above all, docility to the Word of God, then fraternity among ourselves, the courage of Christian witness, creative charity, the capacity to give hope to the disheartened, to welcome the excluded. In this way the Eucharist fosters a mature Christian lifestyle. The charity of Christ, welcomed with an open heart, changes us, transforms us, renders us capable of loving not according to human measure, always limited, but according to the measure of God. And what is the measure of God? Without measure! The measure of God is without measure. Everything! Everything! Everything! It’s impossible to measure the love of God: it is without measure!

And so, we become capable of loving even those who do not love us. And this is not easy. To love someone who doesn’t love us . . . It’s not easy! Because if we know that a person doesn’t like us, then we also tend to bear ill will. But no! We must love even someone who doesn’t love us! Opposing evil with good, with pardon, with sharing, with welcome. Thanks to Jesus and to his Spirit, even our life becomes “bread broken” for our brothers and sisters. In living like this, we discover true joy! The joy of making oneself a gift, of reciprocating the great gift that we have first received, without merit of our own. This is beautiful: our life is made a gift! This causes us to imitate Jesus. I wish to remind you of these two things. First: the measure of God’s love is love without measure. Is this clear? And our life, with the love of Jesus, received in the Eucharist, is made a gift. As was the life of Jesus. Don’t forget these two things: the measure of the love of God is love without measure. And following Jesus, we, with the Eucharist, make of our life a gift.

Jesus, Bread of eternal life, came down from heaven and was made flesh thanks to the faith of Mary Most Holy. After having borne him in herself with ineffable love, she followed him faithfully unto the Cross and to the Resurrection.

Let us ask Our Lady to help us rediscover the beauty of the Eucharist, to make it the center of our life, especially at Sunday Mass and in adoration.

Readings from the Fathers of the Church

Saint Cyprian, The daily bread of life

When we ask in our prayer “Give us our daily bread,” [. . .] the bread of life is Christ, and this bread is not everyone’s, but is ours. And just as we say “our Father,” in that he is the father of Christians and believers, so likewise we say “our bread,” because Christ is bread for us who unite ourselves with his body. We who are in Christ and receive his Eucharist every day as food for salvation, let us ask that this bread be given to us every day, so that we may not be separated from the body of Christ. [. . .] Therefore let us ask every day that we be given our bread, meaning Christ, so that by remaining in Christ and living in Him, we may not depart from his sanctification and from his body.

In reality, one can understand this in another way, which is that of asking for ourselves only the food and sustenance for each day. [. . .] God teaches that he is truly perfect who hides away for himself a treasure in heaven, after selling his possessions and distributing the proceeds to the poor. One can say that he truly follows and imitates the glory of the Passion who, free from every good and unencumbered, is not entangled in the snares of any inheritance, but loosed from all bonds and ready for service places himself, like the possessions he has already sold, at the feet of the Lord.





A Heart as Firm as Stone

Twenty-­First Sunday of Ordinary Time

 

Matthew 16:13–­20

15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter said in reply, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 17 Jesus said to him in reply, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah. For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. 18 And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it.”

This Sunday’s Gospel reading (Mt 16:13–­20) is a well-­known passage, central to Matthew’s account, in which Simon, on behalf of the twelve, professes his faith in Jesus as “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (v. 16); and Jesus calls Simon “blessed” for this faith, recognizing in him a special gift of the Father, and tells him: “You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church”(v. 18).

Let us pause on this very point, on the fact that Jesus gives Simon this name, Peter, which in Jesus’ language is pronounced “Kefa,” a word which means “rock.” In the Bible this term, “rock,” refers to God. Jesus gives it to Simon not because of his character or for his merits as a human, but for his genuine and steadfast faith, which comes to him from above.

Jesus feels great joy in his heart because, in Simon, he recognizes the hand of the Father, the work of the Holy Spirit. He recognizes that God the Father has given Simon “steadfast” faith on which he, Jesus, can build his Church, meaning his community—­all of us. Jesus intends to give life to “his” Church, a people founded no longer on heritage, but on faith, which means on the relationship with him, a relationship of love and trust. The Church is built on our relationship with Jesus. And to begin his Church, Jesus needs to find solid faith, “steadfast” faith in his disciples. And it is this that he must verify at this point of the journey.

The Lord has in mind a picture of the structure, an image of the community like a building. This is why, when he hears Simon’s candid profession of faith, he calls him a “rock” and declares his intention to build his Church upon this faith.

Brothers and sisters, what happened in a unique way in Saint Peter also happens in every Christian who develops a sincere faith in Jesus the Christ, the Son of the Living God. Today’s Gospel passage also asks each of us, “Is your faith good?” Each one answer in his or her heart: Is my faith good? How does the Lord find my heart? Does he find a heart that is firm as a rock, or a heart like sand, that is doubtful, diffident, disbelieving? It will do us good to think about this throughout the day today. If the Lord finds in our heart—­I don’t say a perfect but—­a sincere, genuine faith, then he also sees in us living stones with which to build his community. This community’s foundation stone is Christ, the unique cornerstone. On his side, Peter is the rock, the visible foundation of the Church’s unity; and every baptized person is called to offer Jesus his or her lowly but sincere faith, so that he may continue to build his Church today, in every part of the world.

Even today, so many people think Jesus may be a great prophet, a knowledgeable teacher, a model of justice. [. . .] And even today Jesus asks his disciples, that is, all of us: “Who do you say that I am?” What do we answer? Let us think about this. But above all, let us pray to God the Father, through the intercession of the Virgin Mary; let us pray that he grant us the grace to respond, with a sincere heart: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” This is a confession of faith, this is really “the Creed.”

Let us entrust ourselves to Mary, Queen of the Apostles, Mother of the Church. She was in the Upper Room next to Peter when the Holy Spirit descended upon the apostles and spurred them to go out to proclaim to all that Jesus is Lord. Today may our Mother sustain us and accompany us through her intercession, so that we may fully realize
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