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PASTORAL LETTER FROM THE BISHOP 
appointed to be read 

in all churches and chapels of the Diocese of Portsmouth  
on Sunday 8th December 2024, the Second Sunday of Advent.  

 
 

HOPE 
 
 

Dear Friends in Christ,  
 
 
I write to you about something that in these difficult times we need very much. 
It is one of the higher gifts from God that we should pray for1 and it is the central 
theme of this enchanted season of Advent leading to Christmas. I mean: hope. 
By hope, I don’t just mean optimism, wishful thinking, being positive. Christian 
hope is much more thrilling. Hope is a total reliance on God, the joyful trust that 
at any moment now, in answer to our prayers, God will act. He will act with 
power. He will act to cause a change. He will come into the dark areas of our 
world and our lives to renew things 2 and one day He will bring us to the 
happiness of heaven.3 This is the message of St. John the Baptist in today’s 
Liturgy: “Every valley shall be filled –- all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”4  
 
Next year, 2025, Pope Francis has declared to be a Year of Jubilee, a Holy Year.5 
The theme is ‘Pilgrims of Hope’. Hope, Francis says, is badly needed in our times 
with its suffering, injustice, wars and climate threats.6 Holy Years occur every 25 
years. A Holy Year is meant to be ‘holy,’ that is, a time of prayer, repentance and 
practical charity. The Pope is inviting us to pray for a renewal of hope and to re-
establish in joy a right relationship with God, with one another and with 
creation. He wants us to go on pilgrimage,7 either to Rome – the Diocese will 
do this in the summer for the Jubilee of Youth – or to one of the six pilgrimage 
shrines we are establishing across the Diocese.8 There we can go to Confession, 
receive Holy Communion and gain the Jubilee Indulgence.9 Please look at the 
Holy Year page on the diocesan website for more details.10 Over Christmas, why 
not list the intentions you would like to ask God for in the Holy Year? Why not 
learn an Act of Hope from your prayer book and pray it every day?11 Why not 
plan to make a pilgrimage individually, as a family or as a group?  
 



You may remember that last year, in the light of our ten-year mission plan You 
Will be My Witnesses, I asked everyone to adopt Six Holy Habits:  

• To attend Mass on Sundays; 
• To spend five minutes a day in prayer, using the Gospel of the day; 
• To keep Friday as a day of penance and charity; 
• To pay a visit once a fortnight to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament;  
• To celebrate the Sacrament of Reconciliation once a month or so; and 
• To join a small group for formation, prayer and fellowship.12  

The Six Holy Habits are about taking our faith seriously and putting the Person 
of Jesus Christ at the centre of our lives. One of these Habits is closely related 
to the theme of Hope and the Holy Year: namely, paying a visit to Jesus in 
church, in the Blessed Sacrament in the tabernacle.13 
 
When I was a child, my dad taught me a habit I have never lost. When he came 
in from work, we would often go out in the car for a short ride but always, on 
the way back, call into church to say a prayer. I started doing that with some of 
my friends when we went on bike trips. It was there in the dark and silence of 
the church, with the red sanctuary lamp flickering in the distance, that I gradually 
came to know the Lord and develop a personal friendship with Him. Whatever 
was going on in life, good or bad, I knew He was there and that He was with me. 
He was listening to my prayers, and He was filling me with joyful hope. 14 
 
Pope Francis in his recent Encyclical Letter on the Sacred Heart Dilexit nos, 
mentions how St. John Henry Newman, a distinguished intellectual, recognised 
that his deepest encounter with himself and with the Lord came not from his 
reading or studies, but from his prayerful dialogue, heart to heart, cor ad cor, 
with Christ, present and alive, in the Blessed Sacrament.15 It was in the Eucharist 
that Newman encountered the living Heart of Jesus, Who sets us free, Who gives 
meaning to every moment of our lives, and Who bestows on us peace and joy. 
He then cites a beautiful prayer of Newman that begins: “O most Sacred, most 
loving Heart of Jesus, Thou art concealed in the Holy Eucharist, and Thou beatest 
for us still… I worship Thee with all my best love and awe, with my fervent 
affection, with my most subdued, most resolved will.”16  
 
Do look up this prayer. But my point is this: please adopt this Holy Habit of 
visiting church. Spend some time in silent prayer and conversation with Jesus 
Christ present in the Sacrament of the Altar.17 It will change your life. Many of 
our churches provide Eucharistic Adoration. As a work of evangelisation, would 
you be willing to become an adorer yourself, regularly offering an hour?  
 
On this Second Sunday of Advent, St. John the Baptist tells us: “Prepare the way 
of the Lord, make his paths straight.”18 This is a message of hope and joy for our 
times, when things can often seem bleak. So let us pray for the gift of hope. May 
we be pilgrims of hope. May we be so filled with hope and joy that we will bring 
many more people closer to Jesus Christ through His Church.  
 
Thank you for listening. When it comes, may I wish you and your families a very 
happy Christmas and a holy New Year ahead. 
 
In Corde Iesu, 

+Philip 
Bishop of Portsmouth 
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