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On the Second Sunday of Advent John the Baptist enters onto the scene. The prophet Isaiah had 

foretold the coming of the Precursor, and this prophecy is taken up by the Evangelist Mark, but 

with a slight change. The original text of Isaiah says: “A voice cries: ‘Prepare in the wilderness a 

way for the Lord. Make a straight highway for our God across the desert.” The Evangelist has it: 

“A voice cries in the wilderness: ‘Prepare a way for the Lord, make his paths straight.’” So the 

expression “A voice crying in the wilderness” is not from the prophet but from the Gospel. That 

does not really matter. What matters is that a future event is being foretold; it is to be awaited. 

Yet what is called for is not mere passive waiting; the event is to be prepared.  

 

In Fratelli Tutti Pope Francis is presenting a vision of how the world should be, a world of universal 

brotherhood, but he is not proposing to us that we should just wait for it to come, rather he is 

telling us to be active so that this fraternity and social friendship may be achieved. This is the 

purpose of chapter three “Envisaging and Engendering an Open World”. “Envisaging”, because 

we have to have a clear idea of what we want; “engendering”, because our actions produce 

effects, whether negative or positive. Both envisaging and engendering are needed. An artist may 

have a clear idea of the subject he or she wishes to portray, but if no paint is put on the canvas 

there will be no portrait. 

 

Pope Francis reminds us that growth depends on relationships. Our self-consciousness develops 

through encounter with others. This holds good for individual persons, and at every stage of their 

existence, from infancy to old age. It holds good for married couples and for families, for societies 

and for the Church. The challenge is to move beyond oneself. The enemy of growth is self-

centredness, which closes the horizon. I am reminded of something that I think Saint-Exupèry 

wrote: that true love is not when two people are gazing into each other’s eyes but when they are 

looking together in the same direction.  

 

Fratelli Tutti also insists on love as the inspiration for all our actions, as the foundation of our 

relationships. For a moment, however, I want to leave the encyclical to quote from an older 

document, one published in 1984 by the then Secretariat for Non-Christians. This document has 

a long title: The Attitude of the Church toward the followers of Other Religions. Reflections and 

Orientations on Dialogue and Mission (it is commonly referred to as Dialogue and Mission).  Here 

is what it says about the mission of the Church: 
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God is love (1 Jn 4:8, 16). This saving love of God has been revealed and communicated to 

humankind in Christ and is present and active throughout the world by means of the Holy Spirit. 

The Church is the living sign of that love in such a way as to render it the norm of life for all. This 

mission, Christ’s own, is one of love because in him it finds its source, goal and way of proceeding 

(cf. Ad Gentes 2-5; Evangelii Nuntiandi 26). Each aspect and activity of the Church’s mission must 

therefore be imbued with the spirit of love if it is to be faithful to Christ who commanded the 

mission and continues to make it possible throughout history (DM 9).  

 

You will forgive me, I hope, for this long quotation, but for me this passage has been very 

inspiring. It fleshes out the description of the Church given by Vatican II in Lumen Gentium 1 

which says that the Church is “in the nature of sacrament – a sign and instrument, that is, of 

communion with God and of unity among all men”. So the Church is not concerned with itself; it 

is looking upwards, to God, and outwards, to the whole of humanity. It has to be, as Pope Francis 

keeps saying a Chiesa in uscita, an out-going Church. And all this is based on love. As St Theresa 

of Lisieux, the patroness of the Missions, discovered when reading Saint Paul: “If the Church was 

a body composed of different members, it couldn’t lack the noblest of all; it must have a heart, 

and a heart burning with love.” Dialogue and Mission tells us that “each aspect and activity of the 

Church’s mission must be imbued with the spirit of love”. Does this statement not provide us 

with a valid basis for an examinations of conscience, especially for us, here in Liverpool, at the 

time of the Synod? My actions, as an individual, our parish activities, are they all inspired by love?  

 

Pope Francis formulates the question in a slightly different way: do our actions “foster openness 

and union with others” (91)? He goes on to say that love is “more than just a series of benevolent 

actions” (94). It implies the acceptance of others and, more than that, appreciation of their 

values, and so esteem for their persons. It includes benevolence, wishing the good of others – in 

Italian ti voglio bene is a way of saying “I love you”. This makes possible a social friendship “that 

excludes no one and a fraternity that is open to all” (94). It leads to “a continuing adventure that 

makes every periphery converge in a greater sense of mutual belonging” (95). Isn’t it this that 

makes Brexit such a painful happening?  

 

Such social friendship is not easy, because we are always tempted to set limits, to create 

defensive boundaries, whether of class or creed, of religion or race. Here Pope Francis uses a 

telling phrase which we can understand more readily as we struggle with the effect of COVID-19: 

“Racism is a virus that quickly mutates and, instead of disappearing, goes into hiding, and lurks 

in waiting” (97).  
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He speaks too about “hidden exiles”, people we tend to marginalize and forget about. Amongst 

these he includes people with disabilities, and also the elderly. The importance that Francis gives 

to the elderly is striking; he sees them as witnesses of a past history which provides roots, and 

thus stability to society. If we wish to face up to the future with courage, it is good to know where 

we have come from. This too underlines the importance of the family with all its components. 

“Families, he says, are the first place where the values of love and fraternity, togetherness and 

sharing, concern and care for others are lived out and handed on” (114). 

 

Another enemy to this social friendship without borders is individualism, “a virus extremely 

difficult to eliminate” (105). The best medicine against individualism is a spirit of solidarity. This 

leads to service and care for the most vulnerable. True solidarity does not consist merely in 

sporadic acts of generosity. “It means thinking and acting in terms of community…. It also means 

combatting the structural causes of poverty, inequality, the lack of work, land and housing, the 

denial of social and labour rights. It means confronting the destructive effects of the empire of 

money” (116). This implies accompanying people, “not only by providing for their basic needs, 

but by enabling them to give the best of themselves” (110). 

 

We need to go further, realizing that concern for humanity as a whole implies caring for our 

common home, taking to heart the teaching that the riches of the earth, the soil and the sea, 

have a common destination.  Here we would need to re-read Laudato Si’ and reflect on how the 

lessons it contains can be put into practice. 

 

With regard to the application of the principle of the common destination of the earth’s goods, 

Pope Francis opens up a much wider perspective. A firm belief in this principle requires that it 

also be applied to nations, their territories and their resources. “This presupposes a different way 

of understanding relations and exchanges between countries” (120). Consequently, no one is a 

stranger, all people are brothers and sisters and are to be treated as such. 

 

We may seem to be a long way from Advent, but if Advent is a season of active waiting for the 

Kingdom of God to come,  

a kingdom of truth and life, 

a kingdom of holiness and grace, 

a kingdom of justice, love, and peace, 

as it is put in the preface for the Feast of Christ the King which closes the liturgical year, before a 

new year begins again with Advent, then all this reflection is extremely relevant. We need to 

listen to the call of John the Baptist: “Prepare the Way of the Lord”, for indeed there is much to 

do. 

 


