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In good times and bad, through ups and downs, Christians pray to God. And at every 
Mass, we have petitionary prayer where we pray for our needs and the needs of the 
world. But what about when we face extremely difficult situations? Think of George 
Bailey at the end of his rope, praying for God’s help out of a desperate situation. 
Sometimes, it might seem God does not come through. And sometimes, the answer to 
what we ask for isn’t the answer we want. But what we find out is, much as Mary and 
Joseph would find out after they puts their trust in God, that time and time again, God 
will come through and never leave us alone.  
 
You might know the name Madeline L’Engle; she’s the author of the famous children’s 
book “A Wrinkle in Time” and a number of other books, including stories of her faith in 
the book Miracle on 10th Street.  
 
Some years ago, around Christmas, she had to learn to do what Mary and Jospeh did, 
as she dealt with a very frightening situation.  
 
Looking back on one Christmas when her daughter was young, she thought to herself, a 
little girl, a piano, a Christmas tree. What could be more ordinary, more normal, more 

safe? But it wasn’t safe that Christmas. It might have been ordinary and normal, 

because what happened to them happens to many people, but it wasn’t safe. 

 
This little girl, she and her husband Hugh’s first child, was looking wistfully at the tree, 
and her usual expression was vital, mischievous, full of life. But that Christmas she was 
wilted, like a flower left too long without water. She sat with her toy telephone and had 

long conversations with her lion (“You can never talk while the lion is busy,” she would 

explain to mom). She didn’t run when Madeline and Hugh took her to the park. She was 

not hungry. Madeline bathed her and felt her body, and there were swollen glands in her 
groin and her armpits. 
 
They took her to the doctor. He looked over their heads and used big medical words. 

Madeline stopped him. “What you are saying is that you think she has leukemia, isn’t 

it?” Suddenly he looked them both in the eye. When he knew that they knew what he 
feared, he treated them with compassion and concern. They knew the symptoms 
because the child of a friend of theirs had died of leukemia. They knew. 
 
Madeline and Hugh took their girl to the hospital for tests, and she was so brave that her 
gallantry brought tears to Madeline’s eyes. They went home to their small apartment 

and sat and told stories. They knew that they would have several days ’wait for the test 

results because of the holidays. 
 
Hugh husband was an actor; Madeline of course a writer. In looking back at this 
moment in her life, she reflects that, like most artists, they had vivid imaginations. They 
tried hard not to project into the unknown future, to live right where we they were, in a 
small apartment on Tenth Street in New York City. They loved their apartment. It wasn’t 
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much, but they were happy. Hugh husband was playing on Broadway. Madeline had 
had two books published and was working on a third. They had a beautiful child. 
 
And suddenly the foundation rocked beneath them. They understood tragedy and that 
no one is immune. They remembered a church in New England where, carved in the 
wood of the lintel, were the words: REMEMBER, NO IS AN ANSWER. 
 
Madeline’s mother grew up in a world of Bible stories, and she thought of the marvelous 
story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. Those three young men refused to bow 
down to an idol, and King Nebuchadnezzar was so furious that he ordered them to be 
thrown into a furnace so hot that the soldiers who threw them in were killed by the heat. 
 
But Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego stood there in the flames, unhurt, and sang a 
song of praise of all creation. 
 

King Nebuchadnezzar was astonished and asked, “Did we not cast three men bound 

into the fire?” They answered, “True, O King.” He replied, “But I see four men loose, 

walking in the midst of the fire, and they are not hurt, and the appearance of the fourth 
is like the Son of God.” 
 
And that, perhaps, Madeline reflected, is the most astounding part of the whole story. 
God did not take Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego out of the fiery furnace. God was 
in the flames with them. 
 
Yes, it is a marvelous story, but she thought, I am not Shadrach, Meshach or 
Abednego, and the flames burn. 
 
She rocked her child and told her stories and prayed incoherent prayers. They turned 
on the lights of the Christmas tree, lit a fire in their fireplace, turned out all the other 
lights, and Madeline managed to sing lullabies without letting her tears flow. When her 
husband got home they put their daughter to bed, and they held each other. They knew 
that the promise has never been safety, or that bad things would not happen if they 
were good and virtuous. The promise is only that God is in it with us, no matter what it 
is. 
 
Even before the test results came from the hospital their little girl began to revive, to 
laugh, to wriggle as they sat together on the piano bench to sing carols. Their hearts 
began to lift as they saw life returning to her, and the tests when they were returned 
indicated that she had had an infection. It was not leukemia. She was going to be all 
right. 
 
She grew up and became a beautiful woman with children of her own, and she like her 
mom has gone through her own terror when her eldest child was almost killed. Madeline 
says she suspects most parents know these times. She knows the outcome is not 
always the one we pray for. 
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As her life went on, Madeline would think back to that Christmas when her husband and 
she did not know whether their little girl would live to grow up. Between that Christmas 
and ones many years later, there have been many times when she has been in the fiery 
furnace, but she wrote she was beginning to understand who is in there with her. It is 
then, when she needed it, that she was given courage she never knew she could have. 
Every day is a miracle, and she hopes that is something she would never forget. 
 
For Madeline, the trust in God was a part of her journey through life. And though her life, 
like all of our lives, brought ups and downs, and sometimes not the answer she was 
seeking from God, she came to the realization that God was truly in the furnace with 
her, but also walking with her every day. She just had to trust in Him, and let Him take 
her hand.  
 
This week, we meet two people who are in similar situations. And in both situations, 
God comes through. And this is because unlike the gods Romans or Greeks would 
worship, where you had to placate them in hopes they would do something for you, our 
God time and time again chooses to act out of love for us. It’s not up to us to appease 
Him to get something in return, but rather to simply trust in Him and invite Him to take 
control in our lives. 
 
In Isaiah, we hear of Ahaz, a young king who is in a tough situation. The chips are 
down. Israel’s enemies are bearing down. And the prophet says to him, God is with you, 
just ask for a sign. And think big. God will be here for you. Chose any sign to be 
convinced of God’s love for you. But he refuses to buckle, as he has plans in place 
already for the city’s defense. He comes across as a bit docile but really he feels asking 
a sign from God is an imposition, and has a lack of faith. Isaiah reproaches him for 
showing a lack of faith, which Isaiah imagines God must be getting a bit tired of now. 
But still, God acts. God is going to act through a virgin who will conceive and bear a son 
who will be given the name Emmanuel, meaning God is with us.  
 
Moving forward 700 years, we meet a teenage young woman named Mary and a young 
man Joseph, both of whom have plans for the future. In the Gospel, Joseph gets 
devastating news: the woman to whom he is engaged is expecting a child. Joseph 
assumes understandably that it is through another man, and so not wanting to cause 
her any shame plans to divorce her quietly, knowing she could even be stoned in this 
culture if her pregnancy were known. Who knows if Joseph asked for a sign as to what 
to do, but God comes in again. The angel appears and says those same words that 
were said to Mary: do not be afraid, for it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has 
been conceived in her. She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus because he 
will save his people from their sins.” Joseph’s despair turns to joy.  
 
Like Ahaz, Joseph had a plan. It seemed the only way out was to end his relationship 
with Mary and things might work out for them both. But unlike Ahaz, he’s willing to trust 
in God who will act.  
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As Bishop Robert Barron puts it, isn’t that God is reluctant to give, but we can be 
reluctant to ask, and hesitant to receive grace. We sometimes are too busy or set in our 
ways, or we can fall into thinking we have to do this or that for God for Him to help us. 
But indeed, God is always with us. The question is how can we be open to that trust and 
seeing the signs God has for us? 
 
It starts with a total surrender. Think of Mary - may it be done to me according to your 
word. God acts and offers an invitation. But opening the envelope if you will is never 
forced. Hearing the invitation requires an active faith life; it entails prayer, silence, 
meditation, and discerning God’s will. 
 
It also entails trusting that God gets us through suffering. Our problems aren’t 
eliminated instantly. And sometimes a person deals with a difficult person or persons in 
their family, chronic health problems, or having to recovery from a difficult health 
situation or job loss. When things don’t get better right away, a person has a choice. 
Can I hear the voice of God saying trust me completely, or just see the seemingly 
hopeless situation before me and think I can only fix it by myself, or give into anger, self-
piety and resentment? Do you want to be Ahaz or Joseph and Mary? In our difficult 
times, we need to surrender to grace and be transformed by it. For the rest of my life I’ll 
never forget my grandmother Pats attitude as she was in hospice care losing her battle 
to cancer. As my dad put it, she was at peace, knowing she was going home, because 
she was a woman with this profound trust in God. Suffering can sometimes be 
transformed into grace, and our trials can offer opportunities for holiness.  
 
But what about when things are going just fine? School or work are fine, money is 
coming in, the bills are paid, and life is good? In these situations we have to trust God 
too through introspection. Meaning all might be good, but maybe God wants us to do 
something different. I think of saints like Katherine Drexel or Mother Theresa; two 
amazing women who had followed God, were practicing their faith, and at points in life 
where they were happy, but God had bigger plans for them. Katherine becoming a 
religious sister and giving away millions of dollars; Mother Theresa leaving life as a 
teacher and going into the streets of Calcutta. This is why prayer is so important, 
because it allows us to hear God’s voice and be open to plans He has for us. Maybe 
he’s asking us to try a new job or vocation, or calling you to propose marriage or enter 
the seminary, or do something different at the parish or in volunteer work.  
 
Lastly, how do we know if we are following God’s plans? A good way is to look at the 
fruits. Are you happier? Has a decision made you and other people better? Maybe that 
new job has allowed you more time with the family, and your attitude is better because 
your stress level is lower. Or maybe the opposite is true; you are grouchy and more 
irritable and never home. Maybe the new friends you’ve made are bringing you closer to 
God, and you feel comfortable talking about your faith with them. Or maybe they cause 
you to make poorer choices. Perhaps you’re doing something new volunteering, and 
see a difference that is being made and working well with others; or perhaps you’ve 
become a bit too controlling of a group and are volunteering not to serve but to just get 
recognition. We need to always be thinking about the question “am I really doing God’s 
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will here” by looking at the fruits. Paul writes of the fruits that come from doing the will of 
God, namely love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness 
and self control. If these are present in a decision you’ve made, you’re probably on the 
right track. But he also lists immorality, impurity, idolatry, hatred, rivalry, jealousy, wrath 
, envy, and drinking bouts with these as signs you are not making the right decision.  
 
Through all of this is humility. Humbly trusting God will always see us through. I recently 
started submitting articles and photographs to a magazine called “Nature Photographer” 
after I subscribed and became a field contributor. The editor and publisher, Helen, is 
also a devout Christian who rediscovered her faith some years ago. We got to talking on 
the phone and she invited me to submit my work, but what I also love with her magazine 
is how she shares her faith in a column at the end of each issue called “Answering the 
Door.” And, wouldn’t you know it, in her most recent column she talks about this very 
thing, trusting in God. In her life, besides the magazine, she loves spending time with a 
beloved cow by the name of Wish2. And this past summer, she said God taught her a 
powerful lesson. Wish2 in September, she arrived at the pasture to find Wish2 on the 
side of the road heading to the highway. She’d never before breached the fence. She 
called the farmer but he was 4 hours away. And she says at that point she cried out to 
the Lord. As soon as she did this, a calm came over her. The Holy Spirit reminded her 
of a grain container in the car, and she recalled she learned years ago rattling a 
container with grain will bring a cow back. So she rattled the container, and sure enough 
Wish2 came back. But after this, she still had to leave Wish2 and the heard, not 
knowing how they escaped as there was no noticeable flaw in the fence. But that night, 
she again asked God to protect the herd, and they were indeed okay. The next day with 
more people, a compromised section of the fence way in the back of the pasture was 
found and repaired. As she puts it, God hears our pleas. So we first ask God for help 
and have faith. He might not answer each request as we envision, but He is truly with us 
always. She’s so right.  
 
God has so many great plans for us, because, as we call Him, Emmanuel, He is truly 
with us. Life will bring with it many ups and downs, but with us always is the God who 
loves us more than we can imagine, so let us open up our hearts and souls and 
remember that when we do, God will see us through every moment of our lives. For 
God is truly with us, not just once upon a time in Bethlehem, but every moment of our 
lives. So let Jesus take the wheel and lead you through this life into the Kingdom of 
Heaven.  


