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Mass of  Christmas Night  
December 24, 2019 
Reflection by Sr. Virginia Jung, OSB   
Isaiah 9: 1-6; Psalm 96; Titus 2: 11-14; Luke 2: 1-14 
 
 
This Fall, in a course I took to better prepare me for work in our community archives, I 

came across some documents put out by the Vatican regarding religious archives. They 

surprised and intrigued me, so I continued searching for information to learn what else the 

Vatican might have to say about archives. Anyway, I mention that by way of  explaining how 

I became more aware of  the Vatican departments and what Pope Francis has to say about 

any number of  things. As you may have noticed, the way communications and information 

work in our digital world today, once you start searching and clicking on certain news 

stories, you will be fed more information about those and related topics. And presumably, 

less about other news, which is a wonderful thing and a terrible thing at the same time. 

 

So, it is Christmas Eve; a wonderful gift we get from God each year, and hopefully, we have 

the grace to accept it, to pause for a time from all the business and turmoil of  life, to 

celebrate the birth of  God’s child, Jesus, the Christ. It is Christmas Eve and the scriptures 

are overflowing with good news and a great deal of  good zeal, a topic dear to Benedictine 

hearts. In Isaiah’s prophecy, all the light, rejoicing, making merry in the peaceable and just 

kingdom is brought about through the good zeal of  God. So, we have a good teacher. In 

the psalm response, did you notice that besides the nations and the peoples, all of  creation 

is filled with enthusiasm – the heavens, the earth, the sea and what fills it, the plains and all 

that is in them, all the trees of  the forest - are singing a new song. (In a little bit, I will get to 

how Pope Francis is saying that we are in a change of  epoch, if  there ever was a time for a 

new song, we are living it.) St. Paul, in his letter to his co-worker Titus, describes the new 

Christian community as people of  God, eager to do what is good, people acting from good 

zeal.  And then we come to the gospel, the main event. For a while now, Mary and Joseph 

have been struggling in adverse situations, even to the point of  giving birth far from home 
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in a stable and yet we can imagine a dark night sky filled with stars that surprisingly 

becomes filled with even more light: An angel lighting up the night with the glory of  God, 

an angel who brings her friends along: And suddenly there was a multitude of  the heavenly host with 

the angel, praising God and saying ‘Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to those on whom his 

favor rests.’  The angel’s zeal spreads to the shepherds, who were the very first human bearers 

of  the good news, as well as Joseph and Mary, and to us, gathered here on this dark 

December night, urging us to put that good zeal to work as we carry out our mission of  

reverence, of  spreading the good news, of  letting people know that they are loved and that 

God’s wish for all of  us is peace. 

Another way for us to apply that good zeal is to choose to embrace the changes that are 

occurring in our lives. There is the natural change of  aging, of  growth and development, of  

death and dying in our individual lives, and those cycles also exist in our life in community. 

Even more importantly, as Pope Francis (and others) point out, we are in the midst of  a 

great change in the history of  humankind, an epochal change.  Pope Francis observes that 

negotiating this change of  era “entails decisions that rapidly transform our ways of  living, 

of  relating to one another, of  communicating and thinking, of  how different generations 

relate to one another and how we understand and experience faith and science.” (Christmas 

Greetings to the Roman Curia 2019-12-21) We might want to follow the suggestion that he 

gave in his Christmas greeting to the Roman Curia last Saturday (I will need to say a couple 

of  words in Greek, a language that I do not speak, so bear with me, please). Pope Francis 

told them: 

 

 The more healthy approach (to change) is to let oneself  be challenged by the 
 questions of  the day and to approach them with the virtues of  discernment, 
 parrhesía and hypomoné. (He goes on to say) Seen in this light, change takes on a 
 very different aspect: from something marginal, incidental or merely external, it 
 would become something more human and more Christian. (Christmas Greetings) 
 

OK, so discernment, you know that one. Parrhesía is a rhetorical device of  using boldness 

or freedom of  speech in a discussion.  Hypomoné is a type of  perseverance; it means cheerful 
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or hopeful endurance. Think about those virtues and how you can check if  you are living by 

them in the changes you are negotiating. 

 

In that same talk, he also pointed out that “People who have not yet received the Gospel 

message do not live only in non-Western continents; they live everywhere, particularly in 

vast urban concentrations that call for a specific pastoral outreach. In big cities, we need 

other ‘maps’, other paradigms, which can help us reposition our ways of  thinking and our 

attitude.” (Christmas Greetings) Pope Francis goes on to say that “We need a change in our 

pastoral mindset, which does not mean moving towards a relativistic pastoral care.” and he 

recommends a new evangelization or re-evangelization. (Christmas Greetings) Let me 

interject at this point that when he says these things, they are not just popping up out of  his 

head. As I have read different documents that come out of  the Vatican, I see that the 

authors are continually referring back to earlier documents by themselves and others. 

(Hence the need for an excellent archival system.) So this new evangelization is solidly 

based on ideas already put forth by Benedict XVI, Saint John Paul II, and Saint Paul VI, as 

the Pope refers to them. 

 

Now, our home town of  Chicago qualifies as “a vast urban concentration”, so there is a 

message for us there. When I first entered the community, there was a lot of  talk about 

being an urban Benedictine community. I do not hear that too much these days, but I think 

that it is a quality to consider and to be grateful for since, as Pope Francis calls it, we are in 

the right place, at the right time. Even though the manger scenes do not give that 

impression, Jesus was born in a city, the city of  David. I have never been there, I think that 

Bethlehem is a smallish city, but nevertheless, he appeared on earth in an urban setting and 

the imagery we use for the end of  the road or the beginning of  the next phaseage, is also a 

city, Zion, the new Jerusalem.  In the apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium – the Joy of  

the Gospel - Pope Francis has a whole section on Challenges from Urban Cultures, which we 
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would do well to study. But, since it is Christmas Eve, a time for revelry rather than study, I 

will just name the five main points: 

1) We are to look at the city with a contemplative gaze – to discover God at work there. 
2) Many city dwellers face extremely challenging situations that they survive with deep 

religious faith and that we would do well to dialog with and learn from them as Jesus 
did with the Samaritan woman. 

3) The changes taking place due to the diversity of  cultures and lifestyles, of  which 
Christianity is one, make cities “the privileged locus of  the new evangelization”. 

4) Negative reactions to diversity can also cause violence, exclusion, or ambivalence, so 
“the Church is called to be at the service of  a difficult dialogue” 

5) The serious problems that people in cities live with can lead to isolation and mutual 
distrust but the Gospel is a way to build solidarity and connection. As Jesus said in 
the gospel of  John: The thief  comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they 
may have life, and have it to the full. 

(Evangelii Gaudium, 2013-11-24) 
 

So there you have it – we are blessed, as urban Benedictines, to be dwelling in the privileged 

locus of  the new evangelization. May our good zeal be up to the challenge. And may we 

approach all the changes with discernment, bold freedom of  speech, and an endurance 

filled with hope and good cheer. 

 
 
 
 
 


