Homily by Deacon Jackie, December 5, 2015

Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community

2nd Sunday of Advent, Year C: “Transcendence and Immanence.”
First Reading: Baruch 5:1–9. (Isaiah 40–66).
Psalm 126

Second Reading: Philippians 1:4–6, 8–11.

Gospel: Luke 3:1–6.

Part I. Transcendence.

The iconic words of consolation in today’s first reading are attributed to the scribe of Jeremiah, Baruch ben Neriyah whose name translates, “‘Blessed, son of ‘My Candle is God.’” Baruch and Jeremiah probably lived in the 6th Century, BCE. However the Book of Baruch was most likely written around 200 BCE for the Jewish Diaspora in second temple times. By assigning ownership of one’s writing to someone important in history, an author could boost the value of the text’s prophetic voice: we call it pseudepigrapha. Who better to say was the author than someone with the family surname, “My Candle is God?”  “Baruch” writes for the Israelites who have been released from Babylonian slavery and captivity but are scattered, and exist under the rule and oppression of the Hellenistic Seleucid Empire. The realities of totalitarian rule over the Jewish nation meant a consistent effort on their part to resist the Hellenistic expectation that all people would conform to the ruling empire’s religious and philosophical ideas. The prophet “Baruch” seeks to strengthen the people in their devotion to Yahweh.

Dazzling Jerusalem, with her splendid temple mount reaching to the heavens, was a central point of Jewish religious activity, a place to which pilgrimages were made. Baruch’s poem personifies Jerusalem as female: the idea here is that Jerusalem, or Zion, is the mother of the Israelites, and God is the father. However, she is portrayed a widow in mourning: her children have been scattered, and have forgotten God. The narrator addresses her directly, saying that she can remove her mourning clothes, because she  “…will wear God’s glorious splendor forever, and will even have a new name, “Peace through Justice, and Honor Through Devotedness.” For God will level the mountains, raise the valleys, seeing to it that [her] children may return without hardship, their footsteps made sure by “…the light of divine glory,” and in safety, escorted by Mercy and Justice.” If Baruch’s parental imaging of God reflects the full weight of the poet’s patriarchal culture and times, it is also a poetic pairing that evokes for us Transcendence: God is imagined as Fully Loving, moreover as Protector, Majestic and Powerful. We can fully relate to its central notion: to be aligned with Transcendence is to have Light for our every step, Mercy and Justice as our traveling companions. 

If you’ve been thinking that Baruch sounds a lot like Isaiah 40:3–5, whom John the Baptist references, and like an echo of “Every Valley” from Handel’s Messiah, you would be right. The intrinsic jubilance of a tenor voice proclaiming “Every Valley” captures Isaiah’s insistent prophecy: for Isaiah, even the valleys and hills will re-arrange themselves for the sake of covenant with God. Whereas Baruch focuses on what God will do for Israel, Isaiah addresses the people: “Make way for Our God.” In Baruch, God levels the hills and valleys so that Israel may traverse the way more easily to God. In Isaiah, we hear that we may have something to do with the leveling. The difference between the two is a shift: in one, God does the heavy lifting for us, on our behalf; in the other, it seems that a certain task is assigned to us. Isaiah prods us with the idea that our participation allows God to more easily traverse the way “to us.” Or is it, “with us?” Or maybe, we can say, “In us?” And, by the time we hear Isaiah’s words from John the Baptist, by way of Luke’s Gospel, the task is named for us: Repentance. 
Part II. Immanence.


Now I don’t know about you, but that word repentance, produces a full spectrum of responses in me, from squirming to chuckling. Many a worthy cartoon has featured a wild-eyed desert-dweller in a hair shirt carrying a big sign that shouts “Repent.” Nothing like a good laugh to “make way” for something important: maybe the cartoon is the antidote I need for the other feeling I get, the one that settles in somewhere between a mental eye-roll and my gut resistance, someplace right around my aching heart, which is the part of me that hears well and instantly recognizes the Truth of John the Baptist’s words, that I may need to do some of the “heavy lifting.” But does it have to be heavy? Or is that just how I hear it? Is it a “doing?” My latest theological friend, J. Philip Newell, helps me with this when he writes, “Spirituality does not consist of being told what to do. It consists of being reminded of who we are.”


English translates several Hebrew and Greek words with the word repent, which is where the difficulty begins, I think: not one of us here would deny the importance of moral inquiry, or good works. But there is a beginning point for the deepest sense of repentance that informs and incubates everything that has to do with our inner life: repent can mean “to turn,” to change one’s mind. It can also carry with it a sense of “regret,” but I think that this could, as easily as any other definition, be our wistfulness, a tug of heart memory when God seems to be far away. Perhaps to repent means, first, to awaken to our attitudes that keep us from feeling God’s immanence: an ongoing, constant conversion of heart, an openness to the God always in us. Repentance may in fact be the relief I seek for my aching heart, The Heart that really does forget: God is right here, in us, part of us. Immanence. God with us. 
III. Two sides of the same coin.

Holding Transcendence and Immanence together gives us a peek at the One True God. The transcendence of God presents in nature: the rolling sea, the snow-capped mountains; in grandeur of every kind. It is Transcendence that our great cathedrals and great symphonies are going for. It is the “Wow” of life, the part of life that nearly takes our breath away with its Beauty, its Unspeakably Sublime Order, or Disorder, for that matter. Even the chaos of a hurricane has a way of inspiring awe. In the shadow of Transcendence, we feel ourselves as little, insignificant, in need of the balance provided by Immanence.

And Immanence is where our texts take us, today. In our hemisphere and climate, the Liturgical Year begins as the days are growing cooler, and the light is shorter each day. Everything about this time of year and the liturgical season of Advent seems to conspire together to bring us in, in, in. We are reminded of this urge to go inward, for God. This time of year is an invitation to God’s closeness, right where we stand, in our very Being. It is about Repentance: a turning, a change of direction that allows us to better sense God’s presence with us, in us, in every moment; a change of mind that reveals to us our true good nature. In this Season of Advent, Mary, the mother of Jesus, gives us a clue to the Womb-like God of Immanence. She says “Yes” to God, and then she prepares, and she waits. We feel her expectation, her anticipation. But all along, God is already in her, in the “Yes.” In one small word, we travel between the Transcendence and the Immanence of God. Carried in the safety and surety of this Womb-like God, we have everything we need to say “Yes.” In this slight turn, this slight change of perspective, we remember God in us.   
James Dillet Freeman puts it this way, in his poem entitled, “Wisdom.”
The wise and learned sage

on the pretentious page

writes, “In two words defined,

God is divine mind.”

But infants’ helpless wiles,

mere cockleshells of smiles,

say without word or art,

“God is the human heart.”

	� J. Phillip Newell, Echo of the Soul: The Sacredness of the Human Body (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing, 2000), xiv. 
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