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Stay Awake 

(Talk no.1, Advent 2020 Year B) 

 

In the Gospel of this First Sunday of Advent, Matthew reminds us of Jesus’ words: “Be on your 

guard, stay awake, because you never know when the time will come.” This is a reminder that 

we are living in an impermanent world, and yet we live in hope, because we know, we believe 

with certainty, that God has a better world in store for us. And yet we are called upon to remain 

vigilant, and to work to prepare this New World. 

It would seem to me that Pope Francis, in his encyclical letter Fratelli Tutti, is issuing to all of us 

a wake-up call. He has a universal readership in view, for he says in the introduction to his letter  

Although I have written it from the Christian convictions that inspire and sustain me, I 
have sought to make this reflection an invitation to dialogue among all people of good 
will (6). 

Dialogue, as a border-crossing activity, is something that Pope Francis himself is engaged in, 
following the Patron he chose for his pontificate, St Francis of Assisi. He takes the example of the 
visit of Francis to the Sultan Malik al-Kamil, a visit carried out during the Crusades, across the 
borders of warring factions, a visit full of respect to one who was considered an infidel and an 
enemy. Pope Francis has developed a friendship with a Muslim leader, It is interesting to note 
that the Pope says that just as he drew inspiration from Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople 
when writing his previous encyclical Laudato Si’, in writing this letter on “Fraternity and social 
friendship” he has felt encouraged by Dr Ahmad al-Tayyeb, the Grand Imam of al-Azhar, with 
whom, on 4 February 2019, he had signed the document on Human Fraternity for World Peace 
and Living Together. At the end of Fratelli Tutti he pays tribute to others who have inspired him 
and who are not Catholics, mentioning in particular Martin Luther King, Desmond Tutu, Mahatma 
Gandhi (cf. 286). 

Also in the introduction Pope Francis refers to the Covid-19 pandemic which, he says, has 
exposed our false securities (Cf, 7). We have all been shaken by this storm and, as he had said in 
his solitary prayer for an end to the pandemic: “We are all in the same boat together”. 

It is in this spirit that Pope Francis describes the present state of the world. He points to Dark 
Clouds over a Closed World (the title of the first of the eight chapters of his letter). Because in our 
world today there is an emphasis on promoting individual interests, we tend to feel alone. 
Because also there has been a loss of historical consciousness, we have lost touch with our roots. 
This leaves us more vulnerable. A tree that has strong roots going deep underground can 
withstand the storm. And we see that when trees have been cut down landslides take place, 
landslides which sweep everything away. Perhaps this very fragility weakens our respect for 
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nature and for the gifts of nature. We are tempted to use everything as quickly as possible, and 
then to jettison it when it is exhausted. So we find ourselves in what Pope Francis describes as “a 
‘throwaway’ world”, where it is not only material goods, even food, that is thrown away, but also 
people who are rejected as being useless. All this leads to discouragement and despair. 

Yet Advent is a time of Hope. Why is this so? It is because the season of Advent reminds us that 
everything is in God’s hands. It is God who has created this world and everything in it and God 
cherishes everything that he has created. As Genesis reminds us, at each stage of creation God 
looked down and “God saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:10. 13.14,23, 24), and when humankind 
had come into existence, “God saw all he had made, and indeed it was very good” (Gen.1:31). 
There are indeed dark clouds over our world, but this is not a reason to banish all hope. As Francis 
says:   

 
For God continues to sow abundant seeds of goodness in our human family. The recent 
pandemic enabled us to recognize and appreciate once more all those around us who, in 
the midst of fear, responded by putting their lives on the line. We began to realize that 
our lives are interwoven with and sustained by ordinary people valiantly shaping the 
decisive events of our shared history: doctors, nurses, pharmacists, storekeepers and 
supermarket workers, cleaning personnel, caretakers, transport workers, men and 
women working to provide essential services and public safety, volunteers, priests and 
religious… They understood that no one is saved alone (54). 
 

Everything is connected. We humans are all connected. We belong to one human family. Chapter 
2 of Fratelli Tutti, in which Pope Francis offers a long reflection on the well-known parable of the 
Good Samaritan, can be considered an illustration of inter-connectedness. “Although this Letter 
is addressed to all people of good will, regardless of their religious convictions, the parable [told 
by Jesus and at the heart of the Gospel] is one that any of us can relate to and find challenging” 
(56). Francis invites us to consider the characters in the parable and ask ourselves “with which 
persons do I identify?” 
 
There are the robbers, dark shadows in our world, who are driven by “the petty interests of 
power, gain and division” (72) – so we are invited to examine our own motivations for acting as 
we do. There is the injured man who has been assaulted, stripped, wounded and abandoned. We 
may sometimes feel that we are victims, hurt, left out, marginalized. Or are we like the passers-
by? Are we indifferent to the lot of the poor and needy? Do we treat them with contempt? Do 
we consider them as outcasts? Are we so busy, concerned with our own positions in society that 
we have no time for those who are less fortunate?  Can we say that we are like the Samaritan 
who stops when he sees the injured man, and who does something, tending to his wounds, giving 
up his own means of transport, financing his recovery? Or do we make excuses for ourselves 
saying “What can I do?” There are so many victims; my effort will make no difference. Finally, 
there is the inn-keeper. The Samaritan does not try to do everything on his own. He links up with 
the inn-keeper, promising to pay for the unexpected guest, and the inn-keeper would appear to 
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have trusted this benefactor. Are we ready to cooperate with other people, even if they do not 
belong to our race or religion, or our social standing? Are we able to create a climate of trust that 
can lead to cooperation?  
 
I would be inclined to add a further question from the perspective of inter-faith dialogue: Are we 
ready to move from a “dialogue of life”, where people strive to live in an open and neighbourly 
spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, their human problems and preoccupations, to a “dialogue 
of action” collaborating to find solutions to these problems and to improve the conditions of life? 
It is noteworthy that Jesus, after having told this parable, does not ask “Who is the neighbor?” 
but “Which one proved to be a neighbour?” As Pope Francis points out, the parable is advocating 
“neighbourliness without borders”, a true fraternal spirit which is not seeking to satisfy its own 
interest but is searching for the common good. 
 
In this Advent season into which we have entered let us be aware that we are on a journey, from 
this world to a world to come. There are certainly dark clouds gathering over this world, but we 
have to be able to see also their silver lining. We are not alone. This is God’s world, a world that 
God has created for us, and God’s Spirit is hovering over it, bringing forth goodness, kindness, 
patience, endurance, forgiveness and peace. We are not alone, because we share this world with 
a multitude of brothers and sisters. We are called to remain awake, to be aware of the many gifts 
of our brothers and sisters, ready to welcome these gifts and to share our own gift with them, so 
that together we may persevere in our pilgrimage and reach the New World that the Lord has 
prepared for us.  
 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


