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Sunday Mass
10:30 AM Tresidder Union
   (Fall, Winter and Spring terms)
3:00 PM Spanish Mass, MemChu
   (as noted in weekly bulletin)
4:30 PM Memorial Church
10:00 PM Memorial Church (Fall, 
   Winter and Spring terms)

Daily Eucharist (12:20 PM)
Mon, Wed & Friday in Memorial Church
Tues & Thurs - Old Union, 3rd Floor

Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament 
Mondays 9:00-10:00 PM, Old Union, 
3rd Floor

Confessions (Old Union, 3rd Floor)
Mondays:  7:30 ð 8:30 PM 
Tuesdays:  1:30 ð 2:30 PM 
Or by appointment:  call 725-0080

Marriage
To arrange a Catholic Wedding, call the  
wedding coordinator at Memorial Church 
at 650.723.9531. 

Infant Baptisms
Baptism is celebrated once per quarter.  
For more information, please visit http://
catholic.stanford.edu/baptisms/eligibility.
html or contact Teresa Pleins 650.721.3158 or 
tpleins@stanford.edu.



Barbara Gelpi
Member of the Permanent Community

Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
MASS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT      

        

Religious 
Ramblings

FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT
DECEMBER 21, 2008

SEEING THE LIGHT

 At 10:04 a.m. PST, a Google search tells me, this whirl-
ing Earth will experience the moment called the winter 
solstice. In the northern hemisphere the hours of daylight 
will be the shortest, the dark the longest, in the whole year. 
Focus on the length of the darkness and its attendant ter-
rors has certainly been one reaction through the eons in 
which humans have observed this phenomenon, but to 
Christians it brings great joy; we look not at the lengthy 
night but at this beginning of lengthening days as yet an-
other signña huge cosmic one for all the world to see and 
experienceñof Godõs glowing love. So, though I admit I 
am getting just a little ahead of the liturgical moment in 
this celebration of an astronomical one, this day brings to 
my mind the hauntingly beautiful lines from Isaiah that 
begin the þrst reading of the Christmas Midnight Mass:
The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light; upon 
those who dwelt in a land of gloom 
a light has shone. (9:1)
 I can never hear, read, or even think of these lines 
without being brought to the point of tears. The historical 
situation they describe is itself good cause for emotion. 
Isaiah had warned Ahaz, King of Judah, against his plan to 
make an alliance with Tiglath-Pileser III, King of Assyria, 
but to no avail. And so, in 734 B.C. Judah was annexed to 
Assyria. Worse, it was Tiglath-Pileserõs policy to transplant 
the peoples subjected to his rule so that, alienated from 
their homes and their customs, they would lose faith in 
themselves and hope in any possible change. They would 
accept their servitude as inevitable.
 The people of Judahõs walk in darkness is one among 
many that have marred the annals of world history. We 
in the United States have our own instance of it in òThe 
Trail of Tearsó: the thousand-mile trek of the Cherokee 
Nation in 1838, under guard by the United States Army, 
from what had been their home in Georgia to the terri-
tory of Oklahoma. Four thousand died on the way from 
starvation and exposure to the bitter cold. Indeed, hunger, 
cold, and exhaustion are all part of the terrible suffering of 
such marches, but Isaiah focuses, with great power and to 
great effect, on darkness as image of them all: òThe people 
that walked in darkness.ó  Walking in the darkñwhere the 
unknown terrain, the threatening but invisible dangers, 
and even oneõs unseen fellow marchers become potential 
threatsñis the strongest possible metaphor for terrifying 
alienation. 
 But, as Isaiah intends that they should, his words have 
universal force and resonance as well. When we hear them 
we all know exactly what Isaiah is describing. We our-
selves are the people who walk in darkness: anxiously feel-
ing our way, alienated by that anxiety, and often distanced 
even from those whom we (anxiously) want to help. 

 All this would be reason enough for mournful tears, 
but mine are never that. They are tears from the joy cre-
ated through the great turnaround in Isaiahõs words, tears 
like the ones that we saw streaming down so many faces 
on the night of November 4: we, these same people who 
walked in darkness, òhave seen a great light.ó Upon us 
òa light has shone.ó
 For despite the self-serving and irresponsibility of its 
rulers, the venality, self-concern, and cowardly passiv-
ity of its population, Isaiah is saying, the people of God, 
through the grace of God, turn, remember, and see the light 
of Godõs love that forms and sustains the universe as a 
whole and each of them as a minute but total and sentient 
òworldó within it. Each such revelation is its own miracle, 
since at the time of darkness, it seems impossible, and yet 
it is an ongoing and repeated miracleñrepeated as often 
as the need for it arises, and that, alas, is indeed often.
 And lest we forget, we see that drama of Godõs con-
stant presence to and for us in the cosmic dance of the 
winter solstice. To describe it in anthropomorphic terms: 
our little earth, spinning on its axis but at an angleñthe 
angle born of (in the old terms of the Catechism) òa dark-
ened intellect, a weakened will, and a strong inclination 
to evilóñshadows itself in an ever greater darkness. But 
the light of Godõs love reasserts itself, makes a stand, and 
then begins gradually to grow upon us.
 That, in the immense theater of the heavens, is one 
way that God sends us the message, the Good News that 
He is with us and sustains us. But there is good reason for 
Christmas being also a time of childrenõs pageants played 
by amateur actors on makeshift little stages everywhere. 
For this knowledge of Godõs immediate presence not only 
for us but also in and with us comes humbly yet dramati-
cally through the human birth of Godõs Son who will make 
manifest the blazing reality of Godõs love for us.
 Christõs birth in turn makes the drama of each human 
birth carry the same message. The December 1, 2008 issue 
of America printed a poem, òInscrutable,ó by Kate Daniels 
about the mystery of giving birth. In it the poet ponders 
on how that mystery opens out to another:
. . . why God leaning over
the paradise He made, why
splitting Himself to become
the þrst creature,
why in love with the world
or the rest of eternity,
alone no longer, inviolate
         no more.




