Advent Reflection Guide 2021

“May God, physician and savior of all, comfort the suf-

fering, and receive into the kingdom those who have
already departed. And I also ask God, for us, pilgrims
on earth, to grant us the gift of a new fraternity, a uni-
versal solidarity, that we may recognize the good and
the beauty God has sown in each one of us, to strength-
en the bonds of unity, of common projects, of shared
hopes.”
- Pope Francis, May 8, 2021



About this resource

As we begin this Advent Season of 2021, we might stop to take stock of where we are. Our world is
seeking to recover from one of the worst crises in recent history — the COVID-19 pandemic — while facing
numerous other challenges, such as climate change and grave inequality. As we pursue global recovery
from this tragic period in history, we do not know what to expect from one month to the next. We are wea-
ry and looking for hope.

The Season of Advent invites us to find strength and hope in God’s presence with us in the Christ
Child and in God’s Kingdom of peace which is unfolding even now. Join us as we reflect on the readings
and the words of Maryknoll missioners, consider the global social challenges facing our world, and discern
how to take action for meaningful change.
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First Week in Advent: A Crossroads Before Us

“In those days Judah shall be safe and Jerusalem shall dwell secure;
this is what they shall call her: “The LORD our justice.” - Jeremiah 33: 16

In the first reading for this First Sunday in Advent,
we are given a vision of a time of fulfillment in which the
people of God ““shall be safe, and Jerusalem shall dwell se-
cure.” As we begin this Advent in a time of great uncer-
tainty and weariness, this vision of peace and security may
resonate with us as deeply hopeful.

What would it feel like to “dwell secure?”” How can
we maintain faith in God’s promise of his coming reign of
peace, and how are we called to help bring it about?

The psalm and second reading provide some guid-
ance. The psalmist begs God to “teach us your paths,” and
reminds us that God “guides the humble to justice and
teaches the humble his way.” In the second reading, St. Paul
prays, “May the Lord make you increase and abound in
love for one another and for all...so as to strengthen your
hearts. . .[for] the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his holy
ones.”

These readings remind us that, in times of great
uncertainty, we are to trust in God’s guidance, and remain
vigilant. The way we prepare for God’s reign of peace and
security is by “increasing and abound[ing] in love for one
another and for all,” building up love and solidarity in our
community.

Pope Francis builds on a long tradition of Catholic
social thought in emphasizing the importance of what he
calls “social friendship” and solidarity in his latest encyc-
lical, Fratelli Tutti. He explains that the fabric of society
wears down when we fail to recognize each other as “broth-
ers and sisters all,” fundamentally related through being
created and loved by God.

We see this breakdown at the heart of our many
social challenges today — all of which, Pope Francis re-
minds us, have spiritual roots. As a society, we seek secu-
rity through building up nuclear weapons arsenals built to
annihilate whole populations. We fail to share life-saving
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COVID-19 vaccines due to corporate interests and lack of
political will or concern for people abroad. We use up vast
quantities of natural resources at the expense of those who
are poor and live close to the land.

In the midst of these great challenges, through the
Gospel today, Jesus calls us to “be vigilant at all times,” not
too absorbed in the “anxieties of daily life” to pay attention
for the small but powerful signs of God’s coming Kingdom.

Although the problems of our day loom large, we
may take meaningful steps to “increase in love for one an-
other and for all” and so challenge the structures of soci-
ety which deny the equal dignity of each person and the
inherent value of creation. Only through building habits and
structures of love and solidarity will we “dwell securely.”

Maryknoll Sr. Teruko Ito writes, “Today we find
ourselves at another crossroads politically, culturally, and
spiritually, as we face climate change, ecological crisis, ra-
cial conflict, and the challenges of a global pandemic. Chal-
lenged with many complex issues today, we all struggle to
believe in God’s faithfulness through our unknown and un-
predictable history.

Today, let us individually and communally review
our past, where we came from, and profess who our
God is, in and beyond human history...Oh God, you
are the wholeness of life!”

Questions for Reflection:

What does it mean to seek false security? What is one
step you can take to foster love and solidarity in your
community?
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Prayer

Prayer for Disarmament

Breath of All that Is,

Preserve us from our own madness.

Direct us away from dealing destruction to others,
A path which leads to the ruin

Of ourselves and our world.

Protect us. Help us to hear You.

Jesus Christ, Beloved,

Show us your precious face in all others,

You in us, and we in each other, from all places.

Teach us how to lower our defenses, Feed us Love
which transcends fear. Heal us. Help us to let go of
all fear.

Holy Spirit, You

Call us, in our minds, in our world,
And through each other. Speak to us.
Speak through us.

When we worship power, control, money,
When we cannot forgive, or shove pain onto others,

Call us.

Light the fire of Love. We will not be afraid. We
will not be afraid. Love transcends all fear.

You Are with us always.
Amen

-Kim Vanderheiden, Pax Christi Northern California

Faith in Action:

Send a message to President Biden urging him
to take concrete action for nuclear disarmament.
Read our two-page policy brief on nuclear dis-
armament.
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Maryknoll Missioner Reflection
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“For several years, Maryknoll's Africa Region
has worked with the Missionary Community of
St. Paul the Apostle in supporting an interethnic
primary school on the often-bloody border of
Kenya and Ethiopia. Our Lady Queen of Peace
Parish lies in a no-man’s land between two hos-
tile pastoralist communities: the Kenyan Turka-
na and the predominantly Ethiopian Daasanach.
The neighbors constantly compete for grazing
land and water for the herds, and their rivalry
often becomes combat. In 2011, an attack on the
village in which the parish church is located left
40 dead and 2000 displaced. In the last decade,
violence on a smaller scale has continued.

“Soon after the 2011 tragedy, the parish chose to
move from the normalcy of conflict into the un-
certainty of interethnic living. The hostile com-
munities now bring their children together in the
betwixt-and-between of an abnormal common
school. Passing over the threshold of the school,
the children, the future of the two communities,
mix and become hard to tell apart.”

- Fr. Lance Nadeau, MM, Kenya
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“For God will show all the earth your splendor,; you will be named by God forever
the peace of justice, the glory of God s worship.”
- Baruch 5: 3-4

In this second Sunday of Advent, the readings fo-
cus on preparing for the coming of Christ through repen-
tance and asking for God’s healing.

St. Paul prays that we grow in love and discern-
ment “of what is of value,” so that we may be “pure and
blameless for the day of Christ.” In the Gospel, we hear
of John the Baptist preaching a “baptism of repentance,”
according to the prophecy of Isaiah. In the words of the
prophet Isaiah, in preparation for the Messiah, “every val-
ley shall be filled. . .every mountain and hill shall be made
low...all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”

We are reminded that God’s reign of peace will
involve all creation, a reign of right relationship between
all created things. This means our preparation for his
coming must involve repentance for the ways in which
we have sinned against God, our neighbors, and against
creation itself.

In this time of healing from the global pandemic,
Pope Francis has asked us to see this time of recovery as
a turning point from the ways in which we have deval-
ued our neighbors and God’s precious Earth, destroying
or exploiting what was good and beautiful for the sake of
short-term gain or profit. As we survey what went wrong
in our response to the pandemic, we can see that it is part
of a larger pattern of powerful interests ignoring the cry of
the poor and the Earth. We can see how we, too, are guilty
of perpetuating this cycle.

This past August, the UN’s Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change released a new report putting
in the starkest terms yet the situation facing all life on
Earth if humans continue their patterns of consumption
of fossil fuels and reckless pollution of natural resources.
The window of time during which it is possible to stop
catastrophic climate change is quickly closing, the report
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said, and decisive action is needed immediately in order
to change course.

While it is true that action is needed at the highest
levels of government and the corporate world to make
sweeping changes, we as Christians can recognize the
roots of our society’s disregard of the sacredness of cre-
ation in our own attitudes and behaviors. In Advent, as
we meditate on the images from the Prophet Isaiah of the
whole Earth responding to the coming of Christ, we can
prayerfully discern ways of enacting our repentance of
abuse of the Earth.

Maryknoll lay missioner Peg Vamosy writes, “All
of creation is waiting to see what we humans choose to
do. Will we rush back to ‘normal’ patterns of consumer-
ism, convenience, comfort, and indifference to anyone or
anything but ourselves, or will we embark on a new path
to restore the earth to right relationships, with God, with
each other and with all of creation?

“...[This] should be an opportunity and a time
of hope, because we can transform this reality. We don’t
have to return to the normal we left behind; we can choose
a more fertile ground in which to plant the seeds for the
harvest that God wills.”

Questions for Reflection:

How have you been changed by the experi-

ence of the pandemic? What is one step you
can take to “restore” your relationship with
God, neighbor, or creation?
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Prayer
A Prayer for Care of Creation
Reader: Lord, allow my ears to listen to the cry of
the Earth,
the voices of my sisters and brothers,
those who face the harsh reality of climate change.
All: Lord, I come to do your will.
Reader: Lord, allow my eyes to see the beauty of
creation,
in flowers, creatures, forests, and cities alike.

All: Lord, I come to do your will.

Reader: Lord, allow my voice to speak out for jus-
tice and ensure people living in poverty are heard.

All: Lord, I come to do your will.

Reader: Lord, allow my hands to care for the Earth,
to toil, to reap, to celebrate.

All: Lord, I come to do your will.

Reader: Lord, allow my feet to take the path less
trod, to walk the extra mile,

to take your message out to the world.

All: Lord, I come to do your will.

Prayer by Father Michael Fitzsimmons/CAFOD

Faith in Action:

* Sign the global Catholic petition for bold cli-

mate action from the Laudato Si" Movement
(formerly Global Catholic Climate Move-
ment).
Prayerfully discern how you and your com-
munity might participate in the Laudato Si’
Action Platform, a 7-year Vatican initiative to
help the Church practically implement care
for creation in all sectors of life.
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Maryknoll Missioner Reflection

“These trying times of pandemic have revealed
to us loud and clear that we are wired for com-

munity. We are relational creatures and when
our relationality is disrupted, we suffer....The
tendency towards an increasingly individualis-
tic society in which we live is another form of
this fragmentation resulting from the break-
down of community and societal relations.

“Just as Jesus embraced the oneness and full-
ness of God’s creation through his life, minis-
try, death, and resurrection, when we come to a
place of encounter with the natural world with-
in our own bodies and make the connection of
our own suffering with that of creation, then we
will be on the way to embracing the reconcilia-
tion of that absolute fullness that the mission of
Jesus’ blood being poured out on the cross was
all about.”

- Fr. Dennis Moorman, MM, Brazil
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Third Week 1in Advent: Seeds of Hope

“Cry out with joy and gladness. for among you is the great and Holy One of Israel.”
- Isaiah 12: 2

For this third Sunday of Advent, in the first read-
ing from the Prophet Zephaniah, we hear, “Shout for
joy, Oh daughter Zion!” and in the psalm, “Cry out with
joy and gladness!” In the second reading, we are invited
to “have no anxiety at all” but rather bring our needs to
God,” for then the “peace of God that surpasses all un-
derstanding will guard your hearts and minds in Christ
Jesus.”

These invitations to rejoice freely without anxi-
ety can feel empty as we face a world full of turmoil and
suffering. What do these invitations mean? Where can
we find the strength and inspiration to rejoice amidst the
challenges facing our society and world?

John the Baptist’s words in today’s Gospel provide some
direction.

In response to John’s call to “repent” and “pre-

pare the way of the Lord,” the crowds ask him, “What
should we do?”” He calls on them to seek charity and jus-
tice: “Whoever has two cloaks should share with the per-
son who has none.” To the soldiers and tax collectors he
says, “Stop practicing extortion.”
John’s words “[fill] the people with expectation” and
make them wonder if he is the Messiah. He replies, “One
mightier than I is coming. I am not worthy to loosen the
thongs of his sandals.”

John instructed the people to pursue acts of jus-
tice and charity according to their means and role in so-
ciety. In his own life, John had deep faith that his work
was only the beginning of the transformation that is to
come — he could contribute to God’s mission through his
preaching and had a childlike faith that Jesus would ful-
fill the work he had begun.

His example can help us reflect on how we can
begin to set right the wrongs we see in society around
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us, and yet have faith that our efforts, though drops in the
bucket, will be completed and fulfilled by the work of
God. The peace and rejoicing we are called to this Advent
is not a callous merriment that avoids the reality of suffer-
ing, but a divine peace that surpasses our understanding.
It is a peace that is cultivated by our taking a first step,
responding to God’s call to “prepare the way.”

Every vaccine dose shared around the world,
every letter to a representative written, every effort to
protect the climate, and every moment spent in prayer is
worthwhile, contributing to the deposit of goodness that
prepares the way for God’s Kingdom. As we prepare to
welcome Christ as a child, may we grow in our childlike
faith.

Maryknoll lay missioner Debbie Northern writes,
“In my nearly 23 years of mission, I have seen tremen-
dous faith in the people with whom I have worked. In
the midst of poverty, oppression, and injustice, they are
able to put their trust in God and persevere. As they say
in El Salvador, “Dios primero” (God first). As someone
who comes from the United States, I often think I can do
things on my own and forget to trust in God.”

Questions for Reflection:

When have you been inspired by someone’s ex-
ample of childlike faith? What is one step you
can take to promote justice and charity in your
daily life?
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Prayer

Prophets of a Future Not Our Own

It helps, now and then, to step back and take a long
view. The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, it is
even beyond our vision.

We accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny fraction of the
magnificent enterprise that is God’s work. Nothing we
do is complete, which is a way of saying that the King-
dom always lies beyond us.

No statement says all that could be said.

No prayer fully expresses our faith.

No confession brings perfection.

No pastoral visit brings wholeness.

No program accomplishes the Church’s mission.
No set of goals and objectives includes everything.

This is what we are about.

We plant the seeds that one day will grow.

We water seeds already planted, knowing that they

hold future promise. We lay foundations that will need
further development. We provide yeast that produces far

beyond our capabilities.

We cannot do everything, and there is a sense of libera-
tion in realizing that.

This enables us to do something, and to do it very well.
It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along
the way, an

opportunity for the Lord’s grace to enter and do the rest.

We may never see the end results, but that is the differ-
ence between the master builder and the worker.

We are workers, not master builders; ministers, not
messiahs.

We are prophets of a future not our own.

- Bishop Ken Untener of Saginaw, Michigan, 1980
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Maryknoll Missioner Reflection

“In recent years we’ve all been awakened
to the fact that many of the economic and social
problems we are facing as a people have their
roots in greed. Conspicuous consumption is
all around us. The more we have, the happier
we’ll be, we think. But of course, we never have
enough. So, it just becomes more and more and
more.

“Again, living a life of sharing tells me I
am never alone. I depend on my neighbor and
my neighbor depends on me. We wait for the
rains knowing without them there’ll be no har-
vest. Hunger would be our lot. But today we are
together and we have what we need for right
now. We sit chatting, laughing and singing as
we prepare the maize for the evening meal. Yes,
there’s always laughter. Why not; we are alive
and God is caring for us.

“And so, St. Paul tells us today to be hap-
py - Rejoice! How privileged I was to live with
people who knew how to rejoice. They had not
been touched by consumerism. Their prepara-
tion for Christmas centered on the reason for
this feast.”

- Sr. Patricia Gallogly, MM,
Kenya and New York

Faith in Action:

+ Explore and share resources from the Cath-
olic Cares Coalition, a group of organiza-
tions working to advance national and in-
ternational vaccine access and acceptance.
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Fourth Week in Advent: He Shall Be Peace

“Blessed are you who believed that
what was spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled.”
- Luke 1: 45

In the first reading this Sunday, the Prophet Mi-
cah proclaims, “You, Bethlehem-Ephrathah, too small to
be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth
for me, one who is to be ruler in Israel, his greatness
shall reach to the ends of the Earth; he shall be peace.”

In the Gospel, we hear of the interaction between
two women who miraculously find themselves pregnant
— Elizabeth, who was “advanced in years,” and Mary,
who was unwed. They marvel at God’s work in their
lives.

In reading their story, we, too, can marvel at the
humble way through which God chose to come into our
world. Christ was born in Bethlehem, a city Micah re-
calls as “too small” and insignificant to be among the
clans of Judah, born as a helpless infant to a poor, ob-
scure teenage mother. How could this event possibly be
the source of all of our salvation?

It speaks to one of the deepest truths of the Chris-
tian faith: that God values and lifts up that which the
world considered worthless, sees those who are obscure,
empowers those who are powerless.

During the dark days of the pandemic, we have
become more aware of our powerlessness and insecurity.
The health and economic crises, on top of the climate
crisis, have exposed the truly vulnerable in our society
and the ways our global systems value some lives and
disregard others.

On a national level, this was made manifest in
the fact that Black, Indigenous, Latino, and Pacific Is-
landers experienced a death rate from COVID-19 more
than double that of white or Asian Americans. Those
who worked as “essential workers” — often in unprotect-
ed, minimum wage-jobs — were put at grave risk. On an
international level, lockdowns allowed some security for
the elite while leaving millions of impoverished people
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cut off from jobs, schooling, even food. We see the way
much of the global population has no vaccine access,
while wealthy countries contemplate booster shots with
their excess doses.

As we conclude Advent and prepare to celebrate
Christmas, we are invited through the story of Christ’s
miraculous and humble birth to have hope amidst these
overwhelming global challenges.

Reflecting on the scene between Mary and Eliz-
abeth, Maryknoll lay missioner Claire Stewart in Brazil
writes, “I suppose, in many ways, by saying, ‘Yes’ Mary
realized her decision to assume the presence of Christ
within herself affected more than just her, but the mil-
lions of people who have been born since then. When
she shared the good news with Elizabeth, Mary created
a communion of joy between herself and Elizabeth. We
have the opportunity to use Mary’s example daily by be-
ing a witness to God in whatever ways God is calling us.

By sharing Christ with others just as Mary did
with Elizabeth, there is an opportunity to allow new life
to flourish. We never know what goodness may come
from the smallest of our actions, whether it be a nod of
acknowledgment or a short conversation.*

Questions for Reflection:

Who are the people who are disregarded or unvalued
in your community? How are you being invited to
say “Yes” to God’s will in this Advent season?
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Prayer

Mary’s Prayer: The Magnificat

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.

From this day all generations will call me blessed:
the Almighty has done great things for me,
and holy is his Name.

He has mercy on those who fear him
in every generation.

He has shown the strength of his arm,
he has scattered the proud in their conceit.

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,
and has lifted up the lowly.

He has filled the hungry with good things,
and the rich he has sent away empty.

He has come to the help of his servant Israel
for he has remembered his promise of mercy,

the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and his children forever.

Amen.

Faith in Action:

Immigrants and refugees are some of the most disval-

ued or “discarded” people in our society, despite many
of them working in “essential” industries during the
pandemic. Click here to urge your Members of Con-
gress to keep working for just immigration reform.
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Maryknoll Missioner Reflection
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“The people of Zimbabwe, where I have
worked for more than 30 years, have many
names for God. My favorite is Chipindikure - the
One Who Turns Things Upside Down. It comes
from the word - kupinduka- to be uprooted.

“A young Jewish girl named Mary expe-
rienced this reality when an angel announced to
her that she had been chosen to be God’s moth-
er. Imagine how this announcement upset her
whole life. She would be uprooted from all she
had known and the future she had imagined
for herself. She said YES to being turned upside
down...

“The angel told her that her cousin Eliz-
abeth had also conceived through God’s mirac-
ulous intervention and was six months into her
pregnancy. Mary allows herself to be uprooted
again as she rushes off to help Elizabeth in spite
of her own situation.

When she arrives and greets her cousin,
Mary proclaims a magnificent hymn to God’s
transforming love.

“Mary’s “Yes” led her almost immediate-
ly to serve someone in need. Our Yes may also
demand that we relinquish our own comfort
to help our less fortunate brothers and sisters,
wherever they may be.”

-Sr. Janice McLaughlin, MM
Sr. Janice McLaughlin, a human rights champion

and former president of the Maryknoll Sisters, passed
away on March 7, 2021. Read more about her here.
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