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CHRISTIAN SUNDAY
Dearest Brothers and Sisters,

Today is the First Sunday of Advent, when the Church begins a new liturgical
year. Let us begin the year by praying for peace in the world and especially for
the peoples of Ukraine and the Middle East. During my recent study leave, | have
also been praying for the Diocese and for the spiritual renewal that our ten-year
mission-strategy calls for." You Will be My Witnesses is an inspiring plan and |
know that many of you are already striving to put it into practice, responding to
its threefold call for deeper faith, for works of mission and service, and for wise
stewardship. As I've said before, it's easy to change the structures of the Diocese
and its parishes - and structural change is part of the plan - but if we are to
become a truly vibrant, welcoming church that is collaborative and missionary,
we must make the hardest change of all: changing ourselves. You Will be My
Witnessesis about changing ourselves, opening our hearts, deepening faith and
putting Christ at the centre of everything we do. This is why | want to discuss
with you the first of Six Holy Habits: attending Sunday Mass and keeping Sunday
as a rest-day. | have some proposals, but let me first ask you: Is Sunday for you
simply part of a weekend? Or is it the highlight of your week?

Bear with me a moment. We find in the Book of Genesis that when God created
the world, He created humans on the sixth day and on the seventh, He rested.?
Why did He rest? God rested on the Sabbath in order to step back and delight
in all He had made: a vast, interrelated cosmos of profound beauty from atoms
and tiny microbes to stars and distant galaxies.? It was all good, very good, and
at the centre, most beautiful of all, God placed human beings, male and female.
He made us not only stewards but the priests of creation, to give ‘voice to every
creature under heaven, to praise Him and join His sabbath rest. The human
person is homo liturgicus. We are made for worship!® It's our nature, which is
why the third of the Ten Commandments bids us to keep holy the Sabbath Day.



Let me add another point. Sunday is the first day of the week; it is the day of the
Lord's resurrection, a weekly Easter.” More, Sunday is the Day of Fire, when the
Holy Spirit descended at Pentecost to initiate the mission of the Church.® As a
result, Sunday has become the Day of the Church. At the Last Supper, Jesus said
‘Do this in memory of me and so every Sunday, we offer up the Sacrifice of the
Mass. We gather together as Christ’'s Church to give thanks and praise. We listen
to His Word and He feeds us with His Body and Blood for mission and service.’

When | was growing up in Manchester, my Sundays were about sport and play,
but by late afternoon, the prospect of a dark, wet evening, with little of interest
on the television, was deadly! To avoid this requires a radical change of mindset.
So let us first rethink the Lord’s Day as the Day of Creation, a day to step back
and to lft up our hearts. It's a Day to glorify God for all He has created, for all
He has accomplished in history, for all that He has given to us personally in the
‘narrow strip of space-time’ that constitutes our life.'® So on Sunday, if you can,
go outdoors; praise God; appreciate with gratitude the wonders of His design.

But secondly, in today’s context it is crucial we keep Sunday special by attending
Mass, whatever the cost. | go to Mass not just for my own good, but to support
the Christtan community and to give a witness to non-believers. In the Roman
Empire, to avoid arrest, Christians had to get up very early for Mass before
sunrise.” In England in penal times, they had to gather in secret. The Church
has always insisted that to be a disciple of Christ involves an obligation of love
to attend Mass every Sunday.'? | thank you for your commitment to this, but - |
know we all agree - it is distressing that over 90% of Catholics do not practice
their faith. What can we do about this? How are we reaching out to those who
have drifted away in our families, schools and parishes? Could we invite a friend
to Mass? Or Eucharistic Adoration? What about leafleting the neighbourhood
with the parish Mass times? Indeed, are the parish Masses at the right times?

Another issue is how best to prepare for Sunday Mass. The Liturgy is the primary
place in life we encounter God; it's where Jesus speaks to us and renews us with
the Holy Spirit. During the week, let's reflect on the readings and prayers.’® Plan
to arrive for Mass in good time. Participate actively. Ask yourself: How might |
offer my charisms and talents for the good of the community? Linger after Mass
to commune with the other parishioners; they are my spiritual family.

One more point. Rest is necessary for our health and well-being, so let's try and
keep Sunday as a real rest-day that anticipates God's seventh-day rest and the
eternal rest of heaven. Sunday is a great family day, a day of down-time to spend
with relatives and friends. Sunday is a good day too for works of charity and
justice. What about visiting those who are alone, the elderly, a sick person? Of
course, | know some of you - it's unavoidable - have to work on a Sunday. But
to keep Sunday special, could | intentionally not do shopping? Or laundry? Or
emails? Could | fast from the TV or my smartphone or the computer?

In the first Reading, Prophet Isaiah said to the Lord: You are our Father, we the
clay, you the potter: we are all the work of Your hands.” Many people today
think God is irrelevant. Yet others seek Him, which is why Jesus told us: “You will
be my witnesses.”’ To be His witnesses, we need to be persons of prayer and
faith, full of thanks and praise. This Advent and over the months ahead, let us
glorify God for His creation, even more for His redemption, and again more, for



choosing you and me to be His disciples within His Church. | pray the Holy Spirit
will help us all persevere over the weeks ahead in this first spiritual priority of
attending Sunday Mass, and keeping Sunday as a day of rest and re-creation.

In Corde lesu
+Philip
Bishop of Portsmouth
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