Rev. Jacqueline M. Clarys, Homily

Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community

Third Sunday in Advent, Cycle A: December 11, 2016 

St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Annapolis, 1:30 PM
First Reading: Isaiah 35:1–6, 10

Psalm Response: “With divine retribution, you are saved.” (Psalm 146)

Second Reading: James 5:7–10

Gospel Reading: Matthew 11:2–11

“The Source of Our Joy.”

Texts from Isaiah that appear in portions of Handel’s Messiah always catch my eye and my heart: I have enjoyed singing and hearing this music and its message since I was a teenager. Today’s reading echoes the recitative sung by a rich, mezzo-soprano voice: “Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf un-stop-ped,” she sings. At first glance, our Tradition allows us to interpret the meaning these familiar words easily and accurately: Isaiah is predicting that the arrival of the Messiah will be a catalyst for signs and wonders of compelling richness, and abundance, beyond what we can imagine. Further investigation, however, reveals that there is more to this story: it answers Isaiah 6:8–10, which is nothing less than Isaiah’s commissioning. Isaiah’s Call manifests the usual elements: angels; a live coal to purify Isaiah’s lips; the voice of God asking, “Whom shall I send?” and the prophet’s answer, “Here am I; send me!” Then, God assigns Isaiah his first task: to render the people blind, deaf, and dull. Why, we might ask? The idea here seems to be that Isaiah is to prevent his people from “understanding.” This is meant to protect them from God’s punishment: since they would not be able to understand (and repent) they would not be held “liable.”  Study notes in the Oxford Annotated NRSV rightly designate this “…one of the most disturbing elements in the book.”
 That said, disturbing theological concepts can lead us to ask good questions. I wonder, “What part of our human condition, what existential fear, anxiety, or need is being worked out, addressed, here?”

From James, we hear the closing exhortation, a call to right living, to faithfulness. It is self-explanatory; yet knowing a little more about the larger themes of this book may be helpful. For James, in his letter dated around 57–59 CE, faith is expressed as trust in God, which in return generates the way one lives: we are called to live out “the implanted word” (James 1:21). Further, he provides vigorous ethical teachings addressed to both individuals and the community; lastly, social justice is central. As in the reading from Isaiah, avoidance of the punishing, judging God surfaces, but here, James tasks the people with this. 

The common element arising seems to be that faith is our most precious possession. Isaiah seeks to show us that faith in the one true God is so important that rather than risk the people’s refusal to see and to hear, God will take away their own faculties until such time as the Messiah comes, and brings the Kindom to earth. The Letter of James points to faithfulness as the only response to the living God. And, in today’s Gospel from Matthew (written later than James, around 80 CE) Jesus, emphasizes this theme once more.  In the last sentence of our passage, he tells us, “…the least born into the kindom of Heaven is greater than he.” It is the great John the Baptist to whom Jesus is comparing “…the least.” What could he mean by this? After all, the prophets, even if persecuted, were held in highest regard. So, why are “the least” “greater?” The answer, once again, lies in our tradition: in the Kindom, we find not “least” or “greater,” only belonging. Each is held to be of highest value, precious and treasured. This is the source of our great, abiding, and delirious Joy: that the Kindom is open to every person, that we are given our opportunity, and shown the way to “enter in.” Further, we are not told, “Come, when you feel good enough.” Rather, we are invited, “Come now, as you are, and find rest in me.” It is true that something is required of us, for the Kindom is a faithful partnership with the Divine. But long before anything is required of us, we are freely given Beloved status. To hear, see, understand, and to repent, or “turn” as its meaning suggests, is our own, personal living out of the Word already implanted in us. But long before this comes the Joy of our already Belovedness.

Earlier, we asked, “What part of our human condition would produce the disturbing theology referenced in Isaiah’s reading?” Why would Isaiah be given such a strange task? The truth in this story seems to stem from our self-awareness: we see all of who we are. And sometimes, it’s not pretty. We judge, both others and ourselves. We wonder if we are ever good enough. It’s at those times that it seems more difficult to find “our Joy.” We can’t imagine God’s wanting us, holding us as beloved exactly as we are. The great existential anxiety at the heart of the matter may be worthiness. One answer to this human dilemma takes away the people’s choice until the Messiah can do it for them. Another swings rather the other way, framing it more as the responsibility of the people, while they wait for the second coming of Christ. But in the usual Good News fashion of the Gospel, we find a more excellent, middle way, indeed, “The Good News of Salvation” and the everlasting Source of our Joy: The Kindom is offered to all, an open, ongoing, free invitation to be accepted at any time, at any place. We need only to stay open, in order to receive it, again, and again, in a perpetual exchange of Love with our Creator.
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