Homily for Advent I
December 1, 2015

Jeremiah 33: 114-16

Psalm 25
I Thessalonians 3: 12-4:2
Lk. 21: 25-28, 34-36


“Signs will appear in the sun, the moon, and the stars. On the earth, nations will be in anguish, distraught at the roaring of the sea, and the waves. People will die of fright in anticipation of what is coming upon the earth. The powers in the heavens will be shaken.”


What ominous, anxiety provoking language! And how very expressive it is of what our world looks like to us these days. There isn’t a day that goes by, it seems, that we do not hear of natural disasters – tsunamis, floods, scorched earth and wildfires, of terrorist attacks in cities, in schools, on buses and airplanes. Whole peoples are being displaced. Fear is rampant. We fear all those who do not seem to be like ourselves. We feel deep in our gut that we cannot trust them. It seems that each day there are more walls, more barriers put up to keep people out of our space and locked into their own space. We fear immigrants and refugees. We fear loss of identity. We fear loss of control on many levels. What are we to do? Where is the God we thought we knew? Has our God “grown” away 
from us? Or, have we failed to “grow” in our knowledge of and relationship with the God we thought we had defined?

Let’s have a look at today’s readings. At first glance, the reading from the Book of the prophet Jeremiah looks positive enough, and rather out of sync with the gospel reading from Luke. We see in Jeremiah 33: 14-16 a prophecy concerning Yahweh’s promise to be with Israel and to raise up a righteous branch of the Davidic line, who will bring justice and integrity, safety and security to Israel. But when we dig a little deeper into the scope of the prophecy of Jeremiah, we discover that overall, it is anything but optimistic! Written originally just as the Judaic monarchy was falling to the Babylonians in 588 BCE, by a prophet who braved the wrath of the king and the priests of the Temple by telling them that the fault lay with them and their infidelity to the heart of the Covenant, this book of oracles of Jeremiah is later transcribed by the priests of the returned exiles after the Babylonian Captivity in order to claim the authority of Jeremiah for the rebuilding of the Temple – the same Jeremiah who had decried the dissonance between Temple worship and the heart of the Covenant!

The story that precedes the passage we heard read today has Jeremiah in 588BCE imprisoned by King Zedekiah for prophesying that Yahweh will deliver Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar, and that Zedekiah would not escape – but would be taken to Babylon –and that fighting against the Babylonians would not be successful. God would, however, says Jeremiah, “visit” his people in Babylon for the purpose of restoring them to their land. At this point, Jeremiah then speaks of a future of hope – a new proclamation, and a new covenant relationship with Yahweh. In effect, Jeremiah says that Yahweh promises to cleanse his people of their sins and to restore them to their homeland. Today’s passage deals directly with the Davidic dynasty, and emphasizes the security of Judah and Jerusalem in those days to come. There will always be a descendant of David to shepherd the house of Israel!

Now, we fast forward to the gospel reading, and we see a picture of the entire cosmos gone awry, radically threatening human life and all creation. But, we are told, that those who are faithful in their relationship with the Holy One through his Chosen One, should not be distressed, but rather should “look up” – and focus on that relationship with hope and trust, for redemption is near. For those who suffer – because of the delay in the coming, or because of whatever dire circumstances – prayerful watchfulness can have a sanctifying influence – that is, it can deepen our relationship with the Holy One; it can set us free from anxiety and from the dulling and deadening effect of the cacophony that surrounds us. 

Yes, the people of Israel panicked in the face of being overrun by the Babylonians, and they sought security in their Temple rituals and in their wealth with little regard for the poor. Both Jesus and Paul, speaking to the Thessalonians, admonish us to not make the same mistake. Jesus and Paul tell us to put our trust in God, and to find our strength in the love of Christ, which empowers us to love one another and all people, and to reach out to include the least. Love trumps fear. 

 What we might ask ourselves is this: What are the terrors that beset us and cause us anxiety? What are the things, that threaten to unsettle us? What are the things that might cause us to seek relief from pain, or security in places other than in the arms of our God? I would say that it is these questions that we are called to grapple with in our day-to-day lives. It is these questions that form the ground from which our prayer and reflection must spring. And, I would say, that these are deep questions for which we cannot find easy answers. Sometimes, I think that we are simply called to name them and to sit with them, and to develop a habit of listening to the voice of the Spirit concerning them. And that voice can come in the form of persons, of nature, and also can originate deep within ourselves. In all of these ways, we can begin to find the answers little by little – answers that allow us to move forward inch by inch on our journey – our journey into the Love that encompasses all – into the Love that makes all things new.
