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COVID-19 UPDATES

At press time there is a significant uptick in new infections both around the country and in Massachusetts. This
means all of our precautions for attending Mass remain in place. More Covid-19 update information is on page
38 and on our website under Worship.
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WHAT IS THIS WORD?

ne of the greatest journalists of the last generation, the late Bernard Levin,
described how, when he was
a small boy, a great celebrity
came to visit his school. The
headmaster, thinking perhaps
to impress, called the young
Levin to the platform in front
of the whole school. The celebrity, thinking perhaps to be
kind, asked the little boy what
he’d had for breakfast.
That was easy, or so it seemed.
‘Matzobrei,’ replied Levin. It’s
a typical central European Jewish
dish, made of egg fried with matzo
wafers, brown sugar, and cinnamon; Levin’s immigrant mother
had continued to make it even after
years of living in London. It was,
to him, a perfectly ordinary word
for a perfectly ordinary meal.
The celebrity, ignorant of such
cuisine, thinks he must have misheard; he asks the question again.
Young Bernard, puzzled now and
anxious, gives the same answer.
The celebrity looks concerned,
and glances at the headmaster.

What is this word he’s saying? The
headmaster, adopting a there-therelittle-man tone, asks him once more
what he had for breakfast. Now
dismayed, not knowing what he’s
done wrong, and wanting to burst
into tears, the boy says once more
the only thing he can say, since it’s
the truth: ‘Matzobrei.’ An exchange
of strange glances on the platform,
and the now terrified little boy is
sent back to his place. The incident is never referred to again, but
it stays in his memory as a horrible
ordeal.

The Jewish word spoken to
an incomprehending world;
the child’s word spoken to
incomprehending adults; the
word for food of which the
others know nothing ... it all
feels very Johannine. What
is this Word? ‘In the beginning was the Word ... and the
Word was made flesh.’ We are
so used to it, to the great cadences, the solemn but glad
message of the incarnation;
and we risk skipping over the
incomprehensibility, the oddness, the almost embarrassing
strangeness, of the Word. The
light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness didn’t comprehend
it; the world was made through
him but the world didn’t know
him; he came to his own, and
his own didn’t receive him. John
is saying two things simultaneously in his Prologue (well, two
hundred actually, but let’s concentrate on two): first, that the
incarnation of the eternal Word
is the event for which the whole
creation has been on tiptoe all
along; second, that the whole cre-
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ation, and even the carefully prepared people of God themselves,
are quite unready for this event.
Jew and Gentile alike, hearing this
strange Word, are casting anxious
glances at one another, like the celebrity and the headmaster faced
with a little boy telling the truth in
a language they don’t understand.
That is the puzzle of Christmas.
And, to get to its heart, see how it
works out in the rest of John’s gospel. John’s Prologue is designed to
stay in the mind and heart throughout the subsequent story. Never
again is Jesus himself referred to
as the Word; but we are meant to
look at each scene, from the call of
the first disciples and the changing
of water into wine right through
to the confrontation with Pilate
and the crucifixion and resurrection, and think to ourselves, this is
what it looks like when the Word
becomes flesh. Or, if you like,
look at this man of flesh and learn
to see the living God. But watch
what happens as it all plays out.
He comes to his own and his own
don’t receive him. The light shines
in the darkness, and though the
darkness can’t overcome it it has a
jolly good try. He speaks the truth,
the plain and simple words, like
the little boy saying what he had
for breakfast, and Caiaphas and
Pilate, incomprehending, can’t decide whether he’s mad or wicked
or both, and send him off to his
fate.
But, though Jesus is never again
referred to as the Word of God, we
find the theme transposed, with
endless variations. The Living
Word speaks living words, and the
reaction is the same. ‘This is a hard

word,’ say his followers when he
tells them that he is the bread come
down from heaven (6.60). ‘What
is this word?’, asks the puzzled
crowd in Jerusalem (7.36). ‘My
word finds no place in you,’ says
Jesus, ‘because you can’t hear it’
(8.37, 43). ‘The word I spoke will
be their judge on the last day’, he
insists (12.48) as the crowds reject
him and he knows his hour has
come. When Pilate hears the word,
says John, he is the more afraid,
since the word in question is Jesus’
reported claim to be the Son of
God (19.8). Unless we recognise
this strange, dark strand running
through the gospel we will domesticate John’s masterpiece (just as
we’re always in danger of domesticating Christmas), and think it’s
only about comfort and joy, not
also about incomprehension and
rejection and darkness and denial
and stopping the ears and judgment. Christmas is not about the
living God coming to tell us everything’s all right. John’s gospel
isn’t about Jesus speaking the truth
and everyone saying ‘Of course!
Why didn’t we realise it before?’
It is about God shining his clear,
bright torch into the darkness of
our world, our lives, our hearts,
our imaginations, and the darkness
not comprehending it. It’s about
God, God-as-a-little-child, speaking the word of truth, and nobody
knowing what he’ s talking about.
There may be somebody here
this morning who is aware of that
puzzlement, that incomprehension, that sense of a word being
spoken which seems as though
it ought to mean something but
which remains opaque to you. If

that’s where you are, the good news
is that along with this theme of incomprehension and rejection there
goes the parallel theme of people
hearing and receiving Jesus’ words,
believing them and discovering, as
he says, that they are spirit and life
(6.63), breathing into the dry, dead
fabric of our being and producing
new life, new birth, new creation.
‘As many as received him, to them
he gave the right to become God’s
children, who were born not of human will or flesh, but of God.’ ‘If
you abide in my words, you will
know the truth and the truth shall
set you free’ (8.31f.). ‘If anyone
keeps my words, that person will
never see death’ (8.51). ‘You are
already made clean by the word
which I have spoken to you’ (15.3).
Don’t imagine that the world divides naturally into those who can
understand what Jesus is saying and
those who can’t. By ourselves, we
none of us can. Jesus is born into a
world where everyone is deaf and
blind to him and what he’s saying;
but some, in fear and trembling, allow his words to challenge, rescue,
heal, and transform them. That is
what’s on offer at Christmas; not
a better focussed religion for those
who already like that sort of thing,
but a Word which is incomprehensible in our language but which,
when we learn to hear, understand
and believe it, will transform our
whole selves with its judgment and
mercy.
N. T. Wright

¶ Nicholas Thomas Wright (b. 1948) is a
senior research fellow at Wycliffe Hall,
Oxford after serving as Anglican bishop
of Durham (2003-2010). He was Dean of
Lichfield (1994-1999) when he preached in
Fr Bradford’s Dorchester parish. This article is a portion of a Christmas Day sermon
preached in 2005.
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EVERYTHING STANDS PRESENT TO GOD

T

he Church teaches us to call
the Virgin Mary “Mother.”
Something genetic binds Christ’s
members to his Mother. This
union depends not on the material stuff of the universe. A web
of grace stronger than a genome
holds the Church together. Both
Mother and children are redeemed
by Christ. God’s grace, however,
works differently in Mary than
in us. Mary’s preservation from
Original Sin happens before her
Son dies on his cross. Everything
stands present to God in a single
instant—past, present, and future.
Mary benefits from what lies in
the future only by human reckoning. So one hymn proclaims:
“The guilty stain of Adam’s fall/
Afflicts each member of his race,/
The sinless Son whom you would
bear/ Redeemed you by his foreseen grace.”
Once the Blood of Christ flows
from his pierced side, God’s grace
works according to a pattern established by Christ himself. Baptism removes our share in Adam’s
sin. This sacrament also commits
us to follow the Savior.
Throughout
life’s
journey,
Mary’s Immaculate Conception shines like a bright light that
guides and comforts us. Devout
persons revere Mary. They also
rejoice in the divine wisdom that
establishes Mother Mary perfect
and unsullied among the children
who follow her. Mary urges us to
believe in our own graced transformation. She even guides our
way when we fall short of her immaculate state.
Father Romanus Cessario, OP

¶ The Very Revd Romanus Cessario (b.
1944) is a Master of Sacred Theology in
the Dominican order and professor of
theology in the graduate program in Ave
Maria University in Florida. He is also
Senior Editor of Magnificat magazine
(from which this reflection (based upon
Luke I:26-38) is taken and used by permission.) Fr Cessario has been our guest
preacher many times.

SOLEMNITY OF THE
IMMACULATE CONCEPTION OF THE BLESSED
VIRGIN MARY
Solemn Mass & Sermon
Wednesday, December 8, 2021
7:30 PM
Holy Day of Obligation

THE IMMACULATE
CONCEPTION

“N

o woman ever conceived a
child, no mare a foal, without Him. But once, and for a special purpose, He dispensed with
that long line which is His instrument: once His life-giving finger
touched a woman without passing
through the ages of interlocked
events.”
C. S. Lewis
¶ C. S. Lewis (b. 1898) was a British
writer and lay theologian. He died on the
same day as the assassination of President John F. Kennedy (November 22,
1963) and his passing was therefore not
much noticed in the American press. This
excerpt is taken from his book Miracles,
originally published in 1947 and revised
in 1960.
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GOD REMEMBERS

W

hen I was chaplain for the
convent of the Missionaries of Charity Sisters in the city of
Nablus on the West Bank, I spent
many hours with them, together
with the disabled and infirm they
care for, and I would sometimes
ask myself, “Is there a more forgotten corner of the world than
this? Who keeps in mind or even
guesses at the great work of communion, charity, forgiveness, and
faith that goes on here? Where is
their reward?”
This makes me think of Zechraiah
and Elizabeth, the parents of John
the Baptist. The name Zechariah
means in Hebrew “God remembers” or “God is mindful.” After
years and years of faithful obedience to God and his laws and
service to the Temple they were
yet burdened with the suspicion
of sinfulness due to their barren
state. They must have wondered
whether God was indeed mindful of them, and asked themselves
where their reward might be. Perhaps bitterness had lodged itself
in the heart of Zechariah, leading
him to answer the angel with sarcasm.
Even so, God is indeed mindful,
as Zechariah discovered. May the
coming to us of the Son of God,
his birth on earth and presence
among us, assure each one of us
of our Father’s mindfulness. May
our encounter with Jesus be our
reward, now and for ever.
Father Vincent Nagle, F.S.C.B
¶ Fr Nagle is a missionary of the Priestly Fraternity of the Missionaries of St
Charles Borromeo. After his time as a
parish priest in Nablus and Ramallah he
is now a travelling preacher with residence in Milan. This reflection was based
upon Luke 1:5-25, and published by Magnificat magazine. Used by permission.
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SHORT NOTES
Ñ The season of Advent in underway. Sunday Mass readings are
now taken from Year C in the threeyear cycle. Daily Mass readings
are taken from Year Two. Advent
devotional materials are available
on the lower shelves in the tract
case where you take a Sunday bulletin and Mass booklet. (There is a
nominal cost for the booklets, for
which you may leave your offering
in the alms basin.)
Ñ Christmas Flower Envelopes
are available for your memorial and thanksgiving gifts to help
decorate the church for Christmas.
These envelopes are inserted in
the Sunday bulletin and extras are
found in the tract case.
Ñ Congratulations are in order
to parishioner Steven Hardy on
his induction into the Sovereign
Military Order of Malta. Founded
in 1048 in Jerusalem, this is a lay
religious order dedicated to nurturing and protecting the Catholic
faith and serving the poor and the
sick. The induction Mass was held
in St Patrick’s Cathedral in New
York City.
Ñ Congratulations also to parishioner Peter Kreeft, who has been
honored by the publication of what
the Germans call a festschrift, a
collection of eighteen essays celebrating Dr Kreeft’s significant
legacy and impact. The collection
is titled Wisdom and Wonder, How
Peter Kreeft Shaped the Next Generation of Catholics, and is published by Ignatius Press.
Ñ And congratulations to parishioner Sheila Rose Jillson, who has
become a novice in the Oblates of

St Scholastica. Members are men
and women from any walk of life
seeking to live in harmony with
the Rule of St Benedict and who
associate with a particular monastery. Sheila is associated with the
Benedictine sisters at Petersham.
Ñ We regret to inform of the death
of Bishop James R. Hiles (on October 23rd). He was a colleague
and neighbor of Father Bradford’s
in Episcopal Church days (and he
later became a bishop in one of
the Anglican breakaway groups).
For many years together they offered an annual Evensong service
at Stonehill College in Easton
on a Sunday nearest the Feast of
Our Lady of Walsingham. Bishop
Hiles was 93 years old. May he
rest in peace.
Ñ Father Bradford is conducting a Catechism class via Zoom
on Tuesday evenings at 7:30
PM. The course may be used as
preparation for reception into the
Catholic Church or as continuing
education. See him for contact information. A syllabus is available.
Ñ About the winter Ember Days:
with the 1969 revision of the calendar, the US Bishops suppressed
Ember Days from the liturgical
calendar. They were observed
traditionally on the Wednesday,
Friday, and Saturday following
St Lucy’s Day (December 13).
The Ordinariates have revived
the Ember Day but assign them to
different days in Advent, this year
being December 1, 3, and 4. The
Friday strict abstinence (except
during Christmastide and Eastertide) applies to Ember Friday. The

Ember Days are observed in support of the Sacred Ministry of the
Church.
Ñ Saturday Mass on December
18th is a year’s-mind Mass for
Bernard Cardinal Law. May he
rest in peace. Mass is offered at
8:00 AM at the Marian altar in St
Theresa of Ávila Church.
Ñ The Christmas collections at
Masses on December 24th and
25th benefit the clergy retirement
fund of the Archdiocese of Boston. These funds provide stipends,
housing, and medical insurance
for the retired priests of the archdiocese, including Father Bradford. Please be generous.
Ñ An Every Member Canvass for
the financial support of the parish is being conducted. This is our
version of a grand annual collection. Contributions are solicited
for both the operating fund and the
savings account. A special mailing was sent in October, and extra
copies and pledge cards are available in the tract case in St Lawrence Church on Sundays. Please
fill in and return your pledge card
at your earliest convenience.
Ñ There are at least one million
residents of Massachusetts who
do not have enough food to eat,
and so go hungry. Most parishes
have a food pantry or provide a
pickup site for a neighboring distribution center. (St Theresa of
Ávila Parish collects non-perishable food items for pick up each
Tuesday and Thursday). Please
consider making a regular contribution to a food pantry if you do
not already do so.
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SONS IN THE SON BY DIVINE ADOPTION

W

e have reached
the end of a
solar year; in a few
hours it will give way
to the new year, after
reaching, so to speak,
its chronological fullness and the climax of
the journey begun 365
days ago. ... The mysterious event of the Holy Night
lives again in these words: the
Only-Begotten and eternal Son of
God “by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and
became man.” He entered the history of mankind and, as it were,
surpassed it. Can God’s entry into
history be otherwise defined than
as a transcending of history itself?
By the Incarnation of the Word,
human time is called to share in
the eternity of God. ...
This is why the Word was made
flesh and came to dwell among
us, so that by welcoming him we
might receive adoption as children. In the Prologue of his Gospel, the Apostle John proclaims
with wonder: The Word became
flesh and dwelt among us. To all
who received him ... he gave power to become children of God. The
Only-Begotten Son, one in being
with the Father, comes into the
world so that through sanctifying grace all people may be born
again, for they have been called to
the lofty privilege of being filii in
Filio, sons in the Son, by divine
adoption. The Church professes
this truth about the fullness of
time and today wishes to proclaim
it in an altogether unique way.

Dear brothers and sisters ... let us together
serve the one cause
of Redemption: since
God sent his Only Begotten Son so that we
might receive adoption
as children (Gal 4:5),
there can be no greater
task for us than to be
totally at the service of the divine
plan. My soul magnifies the Lord!
May this canticle, which welled up
in Mary’s heart as she visited Saint
Elizabeth, become an expression
of our thanksgiving today. The
Church repeats it every day, recalling all the benefits which she
is aware of having received. And
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded the low
estate of his handmaiden. So the
Church sings with Mary, rediscovering each day her weakness, but
at the same time the wonders God
works in her. For behold, henceforth all generations will call me
blessed; for he who is mighty has
done great things for me and holy
is his name. And his mercy is on
those who fear him from generation to generation. We are here
to proclaim the mercies wrought
by the Lord during the year now
ending. Te Deum laudamus ... We
praise you, God, we acclaim you
as the Lord. O everlasting Father,
all the world bows down before
you. Have mercy on us Lord, have
mercy on us. In you we put our
trust We shall not be put to shame.
Amen!
Saint John Paul II
¶ Saint John Paul II was the Holy Father
from 1978 until his death in 2005. This
extract is from a sermon at Vespers on
December 31, 1996.
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A DAY OF
UNIVERSAL JOY

I

f therefore there was ever a
good reason to rejoice over the
birth of any child, it must surely
be today on the birthday of Jesus,
the Son of Mary, who alone of all
men is called and truly is God with
us—of whom alone it can be said
that the Word was made flesh and
dwelt amongst us. Christmas Day
is nothing if not a day of universal
joy.
Children should rejoice because
on this day God himself became
as one of them; virgins, because a
Virgin brought forth and remained
unstained even after giving birth;
wives, because one of their number became the Mother of God;
sinners, because their Mediator
and Savior and Healer has come
to redeem them; the just, because
their Reward exceeding great has
been born into the world. In fine,
all faithful Christians should rejoice that their Creator and Lord
has taken on human flesh and begun his reign over the hearts of
men, not only as God, but also as
the Son of Man among the children of men.
Were we not to celebrate the feast
of Christmas as joyfully and as
solemnly as we should, we would
be worse than unbelieving pagans, who for all their sins at least
were not wanting in due respect
for the birthdays of the great ones
who lorded over them. Do I say
worse than infidels? Worse than
the beasts of the field who cannot
show their appreciation of God’s
becoming man because they do
not know him. But we know him
and know what his coming in our
flesh has meant to us.
(continued on page 39)
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CHARITY

I

am going to preach to you
from the pulpit because I want
you to see a friend of mine. [a marionette of Santa Claus]. He’s glad
I was invited to say Mass for you
today because otherwise he would
still be in a closet in my home, at
least for a few more days.
Today the Church honors Saint
Nicholas. And my little friend
here is a modern version of all
the qualities that made St Nicholas such a great friend of God.
Nicholas didn’t know anything
about reindeer pulling a sleigh!
He might have known about snow.
But Santa and Nicholas share the
same name. Santa Claus is just another way of saying Saint Nicholas.
Saint Nicholas lived 1700 years
ago. That is a long time even if
you say it fast! When the Church
gives us a saint she wants us to
know something about the way
to follow Jesus Christ as Lord. So
what was it about Saint Nicholas?
The answer includes your value
word for December: Charity.
In the words of an old hymn,
Nicholas was regarded as “an

example of faith and a window
of gentleness.” You look into the
Nicholas window and you will see
love and gentleness. And there is
generosity. Nicholas offered protection for people in danger from
bad weather, prayers for those in
need, healing sick people, and
gave lots of gifts. Nicholas didn’t
have a sleigh. But he brought lots
of gifts. We think of Santa Claus
bringing gifts. But Santa doesn’t
have to. He wants to. In the same
way Saint Nicholas wanted to live
a life of charity and gentleness because He had Jesus as his Lord and
Saviour. And everybody liked him
for that!
Charity is the church word for
love. And charity describes our
help to needy people when we are
motivated by the love of Christ for
all men and women, boys and girls.
It is Our Lord Jesus Who put His
love into Saint Nicholas and our
Santa Claus. Charity is what makes
Christmas Merry Christmas.
At the end of the Christmas Season you will go back to school.
And my little friend will return to
his hanger in a bedroom closet (so
his cords do not get tangled.) But
the Charity that filled Saint Nicholas comes from Jesus, and Jesus is
with us every day of our lives.
Father Bradford
¶ A sermon preached at a St Theresa
School Mass on December 6, 2013.
¶ Over the years Saint Nicholas has been
a popular subject in the December issues of Contra mundum. See an article
on him in 2003, a sermon (by Fr Bradford
preached at a Byzantine Rite Mass in Boston College) in 2007, and an excerpt by
Maria von Trapp in the 2010 issue.

COVID PROTOCOL
UPDATES (continued)

Masks, covering mouth and nose,
are to be worn in church buildings
except at the moment of receiving the Blessed Sacrament. (The
celebrant will be masked except
when at the altar alone and when
preaching. He will also use a disinfectant prior to and after distributing communion.) Masks need
not be worn outside on parish
grounds.
Social distancing means sitting
apart in the church. (Those who
live in the same household may
sit together.) Please come up for
communion one at a time, maintaining social distancing. You
may stand or kneel to receive the
Sacrament, which is given in one
kind only. Congregational singing
of hymns is permitted.
If you contract Covid, or develop Covid-like symptoms after
attending Mass, please notify the
Chaplain. Your name will be kept
confidential but the possible exposure to Covid will be posted on
our parish websites and reported
to the local Health department.
Parishioners should monitor the
parish websites frequently. If at
any time we must cancel Mass
due to infection we will make
every effort to contact regular parishioners.

Contra Mundum
A DAY OF UNIVERSAL JOY
(Continued from page 37)
If you do not believe me, believe
the Catholic Church which for so
many centuries has gone to the
limit of propriety in exulting over
the birth of her Redeemer. If you
will not even believe the Church,
at least listen to the angel who was
sent from heaven to announce the

tidings of great joy which shall
be to all the people, believers and
pagans, Jews and Gentiles—to all
without exception.
Saint Peter Canisius
¶ St Peter Canisius (1521-1597) was a
renowned Dutch Jesuit priest and is a
Doctor of the Church. Pope Leo XIII said
“Knowing Canisius was synonymous
with preserving the Faith.”
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THE CONGREGATION
OF SAINT ATHANASIUS
The Revd.
Richard Sterling Bradford,
Chaplain
Saint Lawrence Church
774 Boylston Ave.
Chestnut Hill, Mass.
(Parking lot behind the church)
Sundays 11:30 AM
Fellowship and Coffee in the
Undercroft after Mass
(Fellowship suspended for now)

Rectory:
767 West Roxbury Pkwy.
Boston, MA 02132-2121
Tel/Fax: (617) 325-5232
congregationstathanasius.com

CHRISTMAS SCHEDULE
Christmas Eve
Friday, December 24, 2021
Solemn Mass of Christmas at 8:30 PM
Roman Martyrology & Blessing in the Crèche

Christmas Day
Saturday, December 25, 2021
Low Mass & Sermon with Christmas music at 10:30 AM

Feast of the Holy Family
Sunday, December 26, 2021
Solemn Mass & Sermon at 11:30 AM

Solemnity of Mary, The Holy Mother of God
Saturday, January 1, 2022
Low Mass & Sermon with Christmas music at 10:30 AM

The Solemnity of the Epiphany
Sunday, January 2, 2022*
Solemn Mass & Sermon at 11:30 AM
Epiphany Proclamation
A Festival of Lessons & Carols at 5:00 PM
*The Universal Church keeps The Epiphany on January 6th

SATURDAY MASS IN
THE ORDINARIATE
FORM

Celebrated each week at 8:00 AM
at the Marian altar in St Theresa of
Ávila Church, 2078 Centre St, West
Roxbury. Enter the main church via
the pavilion or the St Theresa Avenue
side doors.

CONTRA MUNDUM

The name of our parish paper comes
from the Latin phrase, “Athanasius
contra mundum,” meaning “Athanasius against the world.” Our patron
saint stood firmly for the fullness of
the faith. Fr. Bradford and the Congregation of Saint Athanasius have
published this paper monthly since
1998. To receive it by mail, send your
address to the editor, Susan Russo, at
sjrusso@icloud.com or write to Fr
Bradford at the rectory. All issues are
on our website under Parish Paper.
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St. Lawrence Church
774 Boylston Street (Route 9)
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467
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The Congregation of St. Athanasius
10 St. Theresa Avenue
West Roxbury, MA 02132
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Directions by Public Transportation: From Kenmore Square station, board Bus #60, which stops
in front of the Church. Alternatively, the Church is
a 15-minute walk from the Cleveland Circle station on the Green Line C branch.

Boylston St. (Rte 9)
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Directions by Car from Boston: From Stuart/
Kneeland St, turn left onto Park Plaza. Drive for
0.2 miles. Park Plaza becomes St James Avenue.
Drive for 0.3 miles. Turn slight left onto ramp.
Drive for 0.1 miles. Go straight on Route 9. Drive
for 3.5 miles. Turn left onto Heath Street. Drive
for 0.1 miles. Go straight on Reservoir Road.
Drive for 0.1 miles. The parking lot is on your
right.

e
Av

Directions by Car from the North or South:
Route 128 to Route 9. At the signal for Reservoir
Road, take the right; the Church parking lot is a
short distance on the left.
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Parking is in the church parking lot behind the
Church. Use 30 Reservoir Road, Chestnut Hill
02467 for your GPS.
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