BRINGING FORTH CHRIST

Five Feasts of the Child Jesus

ST. BONAVENTURE
The First Feast

HOW CHRIST JESUS, THE SON OF GOD,

MAY BE CONCEIVED SPIRITUALLY BY A DEVOUT SOUL

1. Our understanding has to be purified by the waters of sorrow, our heart inflamed and raised on high by the gentle fire of love. Then by fervent meditation and prayerful thought we can undertake our first consideration: How it is that the blessed Son of God, Christ Jesus, may be conceived spiritually in a devout soul.

Once a devout soul has been touched or moved by the hope of heavenly bliss, the fear of eternal punishment or the weariness of living long in this vale of tears (Ps. 83:7), it is visited by fresh inspirations, set alight with holy desires and taken up with godly thoughts. When at length it has rejected and despised previous imperfections and former desires for worldly things, and has resolved to lead a new life by the gracious kindness of the Father of lights from whom is every good endowment and every perfect gift (Jas. 1:17), it conceives mystically by the gift of grace.

What is happening here? It is nothing other than the heavenly Father by a divine seed, as it were, impregnating the soul and making it fruitful. The power of the Most High comes upon the soul and overshadows it (cf. Luke 1:35) with a heavenly coolness which tempers the desires of the flesh and gives help and strength to the eyes of the spirit.

2. It is a joyous conception which leads to such contempt of the world and to such longing for heavenly works and the things of God. No matter how fleetingly up to this point, even in the midst of distress, the things of the spirit have been tasted, the things of the flesh lose their savor.

Now, with Mary, the soul begins to climb the hill country (cf. Luke 1: 39) because after this conception earthly things lose their attraction, and the soul longs for heavenly and eternal things. The soul begins to flee the company of those with minds set on earthly things (Phil. 3:19) and desires the friendship of those with hearts set on heavenly things. It begins to take care of Elizabeth, that is, to look to those who are enlightened by

Divine wisdom and ardently inflamed by love.
There is an important point to keep in mind because it applies to many people: the further one withdraws from the world, the closer becomes one’s friendship with good people. And it follows that the more the company of ungodly people loses its attraction, the more the company of saintly and spiritual people inspires the heart with radiant delight. As St Gregory says: ‘Anyone who keeps close to a holy man discovers that by seeing him often, listening to his words and witnessing his exemplary behavior, he is set on fire with love of the truth, keeps away from the darkness of sin and is inflamed by the love of divine light.’ And St Isidore writes: ‘Seek the company of good people. If you share their company, you will also share their virtue.

The faithful soul should consider well how pure, holy and devout was the conversation of the saints, how godly and salutary their counsel, how admirable their holiness, and all

they achieved to their mutual benefit, as they inspired one another by word and example towards greater virtue.

3. Devout soul, that is also what you should do when you realize that you have, by the Holy Spirit, conceived a new longing for the life of grace. Avoid the company of the wicked, go up into the hill country with Mary, seek the advice of spiritual people, strive to follow in the footsteps of the saints, reflect upon the teaching of holy people and also upon their actions and example. Keep clear of the poisonous counsels of the wicked who always try to distort new desires inspired by the Holy Spirit and want to hinder them and never cease to tear them to shreds.

Often under the guise of holiness they infect the soul with the contagion of an insidious cowardice. They say such things as: What you have begun is beyond you; what you are taking on is far too difficult; what you are doing is too much of a burden. Your strength is not up to it, you do not have the ability to do it. Your mind will get confused, your eyesight will be destroyed, you will develop all kinds of illnesses: consumption, paralysis, stones in the kidneys, dizziness in the head, dulling of the senses, clouding of the mind and loss of faculties. All these terrible things will happen to you if you do not abandon what you have started and take greater care of your health. Such practices do

not become your position, they harm your honor and good name.’

You notice then how someone can masquerade as a master of discipline and a medical doctor, who does not even know how to keep his own life in order or cure the sickness of his own mind! How sad it is that the cursed advice of the worldly-minded has frequently ruined so many people and killed the Son of God conceived in them by the Holy Spirit. This is that damnable and deadly medicine, the devil’s counsel, which hinders spiritual conception in so many souls, and kills and destroys in many others what had been conceived by a firm decision or a vow.

4. There are others who seem to be good, religious people, and perhaps they are, but who, I say it with respect, are far too timid. They forget that the hand of the Lord is not yet shortened that it cannot save (Isa. 59:1), nor do they remember that the kindness of the Most High has not yet run out, that he wants to help us and has the power to do so. They have a zeal for God but it is not enlightened (Rorn. 10:2). Out of compassion for physical suffering or perhaps from fear of natural weakness, they dissuade others from the pursuit of perfection. That is their reaction when they see others achieving successfully that which they themselves had judged to be good and holy, but upon which they did not have the courage to embark. They discourage others from anything that goes beyond the common average and they destroy the salutary counsels which come from God’s inspiration. And the more authentic these counsels are in the light of their experience, the more dangerous they find them to be.

5. Sometimes through the cunning of the ancient enemy they slyly suggest: ‘If you take on such and such practices of piety, people will say you are holy, good, devout and religious. And because you have not yet acquired the virtues which others think you have, you will be judged guilty in the sight of the Supreme Judge who knows in all their horror your great and terrible sins. You will forfeit the merits of your good works, and you will be judged a liar and a hypocrite.’ Such practices of piety, they maintain, are only for those who have not sinned gravely and have kept to a chaste and holy life, who gave up everything for God and have remained faithful to him all their lives.

6. Beloved soul dedicated to God; keep clear of people like that. Go up into the hill country (Luke 1:39) with Mary. St Paul did not live a sinless life. Yet he had not been in God’s service for any length of time, when he was taken up into the third heaven and contemplated God face to face (cf. 2 Cor. 12:2-4). St Mary Magdalene had been full of pride and ambition, totally intent on worldly vanities and ensnared by the pleasures of the

flesh. Yet not long after her conversion she sat among the holy Apostles at the feet of Jesus and listened attentively to the saving doctrine of perfection. She was found worthy to be the first to see the Lord shortly after his resurrection and she proclaimed steadfastly to the others that he was risen from the dead (cf. Luke 7:37-47, 8:2,John 20:1-2).

God shows no partiality (Acts 10:34). He does not take account of nobility of birth, length of time in his service or the number of our good works. What counts with God is a devout soul’s increased fervor and more ardent love. He does not consider how you once behaved, but what you have now begun to be. You see therefore how gravely blameworthy the advice of such would be, did ignorance not excuse it, though it cannot be condoned.

7. If then you cannot be saved through innocence, strive for salvation by penance. If you cannot be a Catherine or a Cecilia, do not be ashamed to be a Mary Magdalene or a Mary of Egypt. If you recognize that you have conceived God’s most dear Son by a sacred resolve to strive for perfection, then keep away from the deadly poison I have just mentioned and, like a woman in labor, hasten with desire and longing towards a

happy delivery.
