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“Get on with it, lass” 

Talk 4 Advent 2020 B 

 

On this fourth and last Sunday of Advent Mary enters the scene in order to prepare us for 

Christmas. The Gospel tells us: “In the sixth month [of the pregnancy of Elizabeth] the angel 

Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man named 

Joseph, of the House of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary”  (Lk 1:27-28). From this we don’t 

learn much about Mary, apart from her name, and the fact that she is a virgin [and so presumably 

a young woman]. We are not told anything about her origins. The genealogies given by Matthew 

and Luke are not those of Mary, but of Joseph, in order to situate Jesus within the House of David. 

 

If we want to know more about Mary we have to go to a different source. The Protoevangelium, 

also known as the Book of James, gives us the names of her parents: Anna and Joachim. It informs 

us that Anna was barren, and that she and her husband prayed for a child. In an account that is 

echoed in the Qur’an, Anna promises God that, if she gives birth, her child will be consecrated to 

him. In fulfillment of this promise Mary, at the age of three, is presented in the Temple where she 

will grow up. After she has reached the age of puberty she can no longer stay in the Temple, so 

the High Priest is charged with finding a husband for her. He invites the widowers to come with 

their rods, and the rod of Joseph gives the sign that he is the one to whom Mary is to be betrothed. 

This is what brings her to Nazareth where there takes place a momentous event. 

 

After retiring from the post of Nuncio in Egypt, I spent six years in the community of Missionaries 

of Africa (White Fathers) at St Anne’s in Jerusalem. The beautiful Crusader church of St Anne 

was built on the spot that tradition says was the house of Joachim and Anna, and so the place where 

Mary was conceived and born. It is just near the Temple Mount. This can explain my attachment 

to the account given in the Book of James, a tradition that goes back to the Second Century. 

 

But let us return to the Gospel. Gabriel appears to Mary and informs her that she is to become the 

mother of the Saviour. Mary is troubled: she has had no relations with a man, her virginity is 

consecrated to God and she wishes it to remain so. The angel reassures her: “The Holy Spirit will 

come upon you and the power of the Most High will cover you with its shadow, and so the child 

will be holy and will be called Son of God” (Lk 1:35). So Mary gives her consent: “‘I am the 

handmaid of the Lord. Let what you have said be done to me.’” (Lk 1:38). Then the evangelist 

adds these words: “And the angel left her.” 

 

Let us pause here for a moment. This event has brought about a complete change in the life of 

Mary. She has accepted this, but now she has to live it. The comforting presence of the angel is 

over; now she is alone. It’s as if the angel had said to her: “Get on with it, lass”.  

 

I would think that Mary would wish to share her news, to talk things over with someone, but who 

to talk to? She could hardly talk to Joseph, the man to whom she was betrothed but who was 

probably still more or less unknown to her. The angel had mentioned that her cousin, Elizabeth, 

down near Jerusalem, was in the sixth month of pregnancy. She would be a good person to talk to, 
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and at the same time Mary could be of help to her. So she sets out quickly for Ain Karim in the 

hill country of Judea. We can imagine her along the way, wondering how she was going to share 

what had happened to her, turning over in her mind the words she would use. Yet when she reached 

the house she had no need of her prepared speech. Wonderfully, Elizabeth knew already: the child 

leapt in her womb and she was filled with the Holy Spirit, and so she cried out: “Of all women you 

are the most blessed, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. Why should I be honoured with a visit 

from the mother of my Lord?” (Lk 1:41). We can understand Mary’s relief which leads her to 

praise and thank God. 

 

Let us leave Mary for a while, or rather let us ask her to accompany us as we look at the last 

chapters of Fratelli Tutti. Chapter Six is on “Dialogue and Friendship in Society”. Mary has just 

been in dialogue with Gabriel, God’s messenger, and also with Elizabeth, so she will be a good 

companion for us. 

“Approaching, speaking, listening, looking at, coming to know and understand one another, and 

to find common ground: all these things are summed up in the one word ‘dialogue” (198). This is 

how this chapter starts, descriptively, rather than with a definition of dialogue. We can find a 

definition in the document of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Dialogue and 

Proclamation (1991): 

Dialogue can be understood in different ways. Firstly, at the purely human level, it means 

reciprocal communion, leading to a common goal, or at a deeper level, to interpersonal 

communion. Secondly, dialogue can be taken as an attitude of respect and friendship, 

which should permeate all those activities constituting the evangelizing mission of the 

Church. This can appropriately be called “the spirit of dialogue.” Thirdly, in the context of 

religious plurality, dialogue means “all positive and constructive interreligious relations 

with individuals and communities of other faiths which are directed at mutual 

understanding and enrichment” (Dialogue and Mission [1984] 3) in obedience to truth and 

respect for freedom. It includes both the witness and exploration of respective religious 

convictions (DP 9). 

Some remarks on this quotation. We notice that it mentions “friendship”, found in the title of this 

chapter of Fratelli Tutti. This “respect and friendship” is an aspect of that love which, as seen in a 

previous meditation, is to inhabit every activity of the Church. Furthermore, since dialogue means 

“relations” it does not necessarily have to be verbal; it can be an attitude, for example of welcome 

(in the dialogue of life), or take the form of collaboration (in the dialogue of action), or be simply 

silent togetherness in the presence of the Divine (in the dialogue of religious experience) (cf. DP 

42). 

Dialogue can be very public, for instance in peace negotiations, but it can often be rather hidden. 

As Pope Francis says: “persistent and courageous dialogue does not make headlines” (198). The 

break-up of a marriage, leading to divorce, is “news”, but the patient dialogue that keeps a marriage 

going for many long years is not talked about. The same holds good for a religious community. 

Dialogue is out-going. It should be a characteristic of the “out-going Church” that Pope Francis is 

encouraging. He remarks that “some people attempt to flee from reality, taking refuge in their own 
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little world; others react to it with destructive violence. Yet between selfish indifference and 

violent protest there is always another possible option: that of dialogue” (199).  

He emphasizes dialogue as a “readiness to give and receive, while remaining open to the truth.” 

This openness to the truth is capital. Jesus declared: “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life” (Jn 

14:6). But an individual person can never say: “I have the truth, the whole truth.” Pope Francis 

puts it this way: “No one can possess the whole truth or satisfy his or her every desire, since that 

pretension would lead to nullifying others by denying their rights” (221). Dialogue and 

Proclamation states: “In the last analysis truth is not a thing that we possess, but a person by whom 

we must allow ourselves to be possessed” (DP 49).   

Dialogue is not self-seeking; it is not an attempt “to seize every possible advantage” over the other, 

but rather cooperation “in the pursuit of the common good” (202). In this process we have to be 

ready to accept the truth wherever it is to be found: “even people who can be considered 

questionable on account of their errors have something to offer which must not be overlooked” 

(217). At the same time we have to be ready to express ourselves, not hiding our reality out of fear 

of raising opposition: “Let us not forget that differences are creative, they create tension and in the 

resolution of tension lies humanity’s progress” (203). This supposes nevertheless “the ability to 

recognize other people’s rights to be themselves and to be different” (218). 

All this calls for an attitude of kindness which means “to show interest, to give the gift of a smile, 

to speak a word of encouragement, to listen amid general indifference. If we make a daily effort 

to do exactly this, we can create a healthy social atmosphere in which misunderstandings can be 

overcome and conflict forestalled “(224). 

This takes us to Chapter Seven “Paths of Renewed Encounter”. Here again Pope Francis insists on 

the importance of truth: “Truth, in fact, is an inseparable companion of justice and mercy. All three 

together are essential to building peace; each, moreover, prevents the other from being altered… 

Truth should not lead to revenge, but rather to reconciliation and forgiveness” (227). 

Here the Pope goes against the usual advice “to forgive and forget”. On the contrary, he states: 

“Forgiving does not mean forgetting. Or better, in the face of a reality that can in no way be denied, 

relativized or concealed, forgiveness is still possible. In the face of an action that can never be 

tolerated, justified or excused, we can still forgive. In the face of something that cannot be 

forgotten for any reason, we can still forgive. Free and heartfelt forgiveness is something noble, a 

reflection of God’s own infinite ability to forgive. If forgiveness is gratuitous, then it can be shown 

even to someone who resists repentance and is unable to beg pardon” (250). He has already said 

very clearly that the Shoah should not be forgotten, nor should the dropping of the atomic bomb 

on Hiroshima and Nagasaki be forgotten (cf. 247, 248). He continues with these strong words: 

“Those who truly forgive do not forget. Instead, they choose not to yield to the same destructive 

force that caused them so much suffering. They break the vicious circle; they halt the advance of 

the forces of destruction. They choose not to spread in society the spirit of revenge that will sooner 

or later return to take its toll. Revenge never truly satisfies victims. Some crimes are so horrendous 

and cruel that the punishment of those who perpetrated them does not serve to repair the harm 
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done. Even killing the criminal would not be enough, nor could any form of torture prove 

commensurate with the sufferings inflicted on the victim. Revenge resolves nothing” (251). This 

conviction, as has been widely noted, leads Pope Francis to dismiss the notion of a “just war” and 

the justification of the death penalty. 

The final chapter of Fratelli Tutti is dedicated to “Religions at the service of Fraternity in our 

World”. Pope Francis appeals for the voice of religions to be heard, not only that of Christianity, 

but of all religions. “From our faith experience and from the wisdom accumulated over centuries, 

but also from lessons learned from our many weaknesses and failures, we, the believers of the 

different religions, know that our witness to God benefits our societies. The effort to seek God 

with a sincere heart, provided it is never sullied by ideological or self-serving aims, helps us 

recognize one another as travelling companions, truly brothers and sisters” (274). He returns to the 

document on Human Fraternity which he had signed together with the Grand Imam of al-Azhar in 

Abu Dhabi on 4 February 2019. “In my fraternal meeting, which I gladly recall, with the Grand 

Imam Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, we resolutely [declared] that religions must never incite war, hateful 

attitudes, hostility and extremism, nor must they incite violence or the shedding of blood. These 

tragic realities are the consequence of a deviation from religious teachings. They result from a 

political manipulation of religions and from interpretations made by religious groups who, in the 

course of history, have taken advantage of the power of religious sentiment in the hearts of men 

and women… God, the Almighty, has no need to be defended by anyone and does not want his 

name to be used to terrorize people” (285). 

Let us return to Mary, the Mother of the Word. We have been reminded by the prologue of John’s 

Gospel that through the Word “all things came to be” (Jn 1:3), and that “the Word was made flesh, 

he lived among us” (Jn 1:14), being incarnate of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Mary knew that the Holy Spirit was with her, even though she did not see the Spirit. She was, as 

it were, on her own, having to act, yet counting on the assistance of the Holy Spirit. So she is a 

model for us, in this time of Advent. We are preparing to celebrate the coming of the Lord Jesus 

among us, and yet we shall not see him clearly. We shall meet him in our brothers and sisters, and 

it is there that we shall do our best to serve him.  

We can turn to Mary, as Pope Francis does in this final chapter of Fratelli Tutti: “For many 

Christians, this journey of fraternity also has a Mother, whose name is Mary. Having received this 

universal motherhood at the foot of the cross (cf. Jn 19:26), she cares not only for Jesus but also 

for “the rest of her children” (cf. Rev 12:17). In the power of the risen Lord, she wants to give birth 

to a new world, where all of us are brothers and sisters, where there is room for all those whom 

our societies discard, where justice and peace are resplendent” (278). 
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