Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
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December 10,2017 

Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11; 2 Peter 3:8-14; Mark 1:1-8
Psalm 85 – God, let us see your faithfulness, and give us Your saving help. 

On this 2nd Sunday in Advent, I’d like to tell you about an Advent Calendar I recently learned about. It was a textile calendar, crafted by some women in Peru. The top of the calendar was a quilt of a small village in Peru, with palm trees, dirt roads, and thatched huts. On the bottom of the calendar were 25 pockets, and each pocket contained one small item to be taken out each day in Advent, and placed in the appropriate space on the quilt. Throughout Advent, the pockets emptied day-by-day, filling the empty quilt with bumble bees, butterflies, Peruvian llamas, a peasant man carrying straw, a peasant woman carrying water,  And on December 25, of course, the Infant Jesus in his manger was placed on the quilt in the one remaining open space. 


The point to this particular Advent Calendar, I think, is to show that Jesus came to mix it up with the rest of us – not to rule, not to reign, but simply to live among us …bees, butterflies, llamas, palm trees, dirt streets, thatched huts, men and women living and working together, and Jesus in the manger, in the midst of it all, giving us hope for a Peaceable Kin-dom. These days, it might be hard to hang onto that hope. It’s certainly hard to believe there will ever be full and lasting peace anywhere in our world,  including right in our neighborhoods. And yet those scriptures that we read today and indeed throughout Advent) are full of hope. They hold out  hope for the return of God whenever we feel abandoned. They  promise us a deep peace if only we can trust that no matter the circumstances,  God will always return – or maybe better put, if we can trust that Emmanuel, God-With-Us never really leaves.
In our first reading on this  2nd Sunday in Advent, the prophet Isaiah tells us about a weary, conquered, hopeless people who have been in exiled captivity for years. And we hear God say to these Israelites, “I promise you, I am coming back to you. Build a smooth, straight highway for me, because I’m on the way. Have hope! I have spoken good news! I will feed you, gather you to myself, hold you close, lead you with gentleness.”  This section of the Book of Isaiah we read this afternoon is actually  entitled The Book of Consolation because in it, God is a God of hope, holding out the consoling promise of peace – to the Israelites then, and to us now. 
 In our second reading Peter reiterates Isaiah’s vision of a new heaven and a new earth when God will return to make everything new and bring us together as one. Peter even gives us some guidelines on how best to prepare in anticipation of God’s return. Paraphrasing if I might, Peter tells us – He sees you when you’re sleeping, he knows when you’re awake, he’ll know if you’ve been bad or good, so be good for goodness sake! As I said – paraphrased, but you get the idea. Echoing last week’s readings, Peter reminds us – be alert, be aware, wake up from your complacency, heads up, for God truly is returning. If Isaiah told us to make straight a path for our God to return to us, Peter tells us to line that path with spirits that are like those wise virgins we hear about in the Gospel – ready, with our hearts eager and our lamps full of oil.

And it’s not insignificant that the beginning of Mark’s Gospel that we read this afternoon starts not with Jesus’ birth, or even with his genealogy. No, this good news starts with the promise of one who is to come. We see John preaching a baptism of repentance, an invitation to wake up from our slumbers and be on the lookout for the one even more powerful than John, the very manifestation of God on earth.

So what are we to make of all these scriptures? During Advent, our souls in stillness wait – but for what? On one level, we wait in the darkest days of winter for the Light (with both a small and a capital L) to return. Celebrating the birth of Christ on December 25, so close to the winter solstice, speaks to our belief that no matter the state of the world, no matter the politics, the chaos, the upheaval, every year this time, we renew our trust that God will always return. So our readings today invite us to trust.  
On another level, all of the readings today invite us to greater awareness of the here-and-now. We not only trust that the Light will always return. We also come to a deeper realization that the Light already lives in us, if we can just slow down enough  to
see it. The slow advance of Advent – one day, one week, one candle, one Advent pocket  at a time – brings us into the moment where we can see that while we may commemorate Christ’s birth at Christmas, we know he has never really left us. 
To quote a few sentences from Joan Chittister, “Advent is about learning to wait. It is about not having to know exactly what is coming tomorrow, only that whatever it is, it will always be the essence of sanctification. Every piece of it, some hard, some uplifting, is a sign of the work of God already alive in us. We are becoming as we go. We learn in Advent to stay in the present, knowing that only the present well-lived can possibly lead us to the fullness of life.”
In Advent, we wait for the return of the Light. And we realize – deeply, year after year – that the coming of that Light depends as much on our cooperation with Grace as it does on the Light itself. And it’s when we come to that realization, that we might  begin notice the first faint rays of the Light that will shatter the darkness on Christmas morning.   
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