Advent Reflection – Week III
God in Disguise

There is an Advent parable about a monastery with a long and rich history that began to decline because the monks became more concerned with their own needs and fears than the needs of others. The abbot became so concerned that he went to seek counsel from a wise old hermit who lived deep in the wilderness.  When the abbot shared his concerns the hermit responded: “Tell your brothers, ‘One of you is the messiah in disguise.’”  Startled by this revelation, the abbot returned and gathered all the monks together to share the message of the hermit.  Immediately they began to look at each other differently and wondered which of them could be the anointed one.  Soon the revelation of the messiah in their midst began to affect the way they treated one another.  Eventually, a spirit of hospitality and charity returned to the monastery.  They never did figure out which of their members was the messiah, but it didn’t matter because they began to welcome everyone in the hope that they were welcoming Christ.

This parable illustrates three important themes that the readings want us to grapple with.  First, God is HERE, but we are not able to recognize him.  In the Gospel reading (John 1:6-8, 19-28) John the Baptist testifies:  “…there is one among you whom you do not recognize, the one who is coming after me whose sandal strap I am not worth to untie.”  Second, we learn in the first reading (Isaiah 61:10-11) that one of the best paths to recognizing Christ happens when we are able to identify with the poor and marginalized and rejoicing when they receive justice.  Third, we learn that this transformation is anointed by the Spirit in us and for the sake of the whole world.  In the second reading (I Thes. 5:16-24) St. Paul says:  “Rejoice always.  In all circumstances give thanks, for this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.  Do not quench the Spirit.”

God is coming to us in ways that sometimes may be hard for us to recognize or even accept.  The Bible is full of stories of God coming as a stranger or outsider.  The baptism of repentance offered by John is an invitation to us all to change our ways so that we may be ready to welcome Christ when he comes.  We must go to the places of the poor and brokenhearted.  We must turn our attention to those who live captive and imprisoned lives.   We must take a second look at those living amongst us as strangers, foreigners and outsiders.


 A prime example of strangers living amongst us are those labeled as undocumented immigrants.  It is estimated that 500,000 undocumented Mexican immigrants are crossing our borders each year.  The vast majority of these newcomers are coming to work in jobs that are necessary to the American economy, but most American citizens aren’t willing to do. In fact, I heard a report that one of the main groups cleaning up the mess left by Hurricane Katrina is undocumented Mexican workers.

Another factor that is encouraging immigration is that the Mexican and American economies have become more interrelated after free trade agreements.  While the obstacles to the movement of trade have been relaxed, our immigration policy overseeing the movement of persons has not followed suit.  The Mexican economy has been destabilized compelling many poor farmers to leave their homes and move north.  In response, since 1994, the United States has put most of its resources into enforcement.  Sadly, enforcement alone has not dealt with the roots of immigration and continues to deny the reality of immigrants living in the shadows.   


The Justice for Immigrants Campaign launched by the US Catholic bishops calls for bringing undocumented immigrants out of the shadows by recommending a path towards legalization.  The legalization program is not an amnesty.  Rather it would create systems for immigrants to earn the right to remain in this country legally and provide systems for those who plan to return to Mexico after working in the United States for a time.  Such a legalization program would: 1) keep families together and improve the well-being of U.S. citizen children; 2) recognize and maintain the economic contributions of the undocumented; 3) improve the wages and working conditions for all workers; 4) promote development and stability in Mexico and Central America; and 5) help to bring U.S. immigration policy in line with U.S. economic policy.

Christ continues to come to us in disguise.  Are we ready to welcome his proclamation of the Kingdom of God that brings good news to the poor and release to captives and hospitality to the orphan and the alien?  Jesus said that whenever we welcome the stranger we welcome him.
Reflection Questions

1) Can you think of an occasion when reaching out to the poor helped you to recognize the presence of God in a new way?
2) How is the Spirit anointing you to bring good news to the poor, liberty to captives and release to prisoners?
3) What are your attitudes toward undocumented immigrants from Mexico and other places?   If you believe that Christ is present in everyone, how is God calling you to change?
