Homily Starter for Advent II, Cycle C

December 9, 2018
Bar. 5:1-9

Ps. 126: 1-6

Phil. I:4-6, 8-11
Lk. 3: 1-6

As we find ourselves at the beginning of a new liturgical year on this second Sunday of Advent, we are looking for signs of hope, signs of renewal – signs that reassure us that God is journeying with us. Today’s readings pretty much grab us where we live. Our world seems more out of control than ever. Despite our sophisticated means of communication , people seem more isolated; individuals and groups seem more alienated from one another. Hatred and fear abound in our discourse, and consequently, so do violence, retaliation, and oppression of the weak and powerless.  It is hard to find a sense of community that is not tribal or exclusive in nature. 
A recent article in the New York Times, written by conservative political thinker, and president of the American Enterprise Institute, Arthur Brooks, speaks about how loneliness and isolation are tearing America apart.  When people have a hole in their life, say Brooks, they often fill it with angry politics. People tend to live in a siloed world. Many feel themselves to be “left out” when it comes to shaping our society and world. The workplace is no longer seen as a place to build relationships and work collaboratively. People hop from job to job and city to city as steady work has become harder to find. Rootlessness is a common experience. There is a crisis of belonging and having a stake in what is happening in the world around us. It can feel too hard to take the initiative to choose how one will participate and contribute  to the greater good. People can take a very narrow view considering solely what seems to be good for them individually.
What wisdom does today’s liturgy have to offer us? Turning to the readings, there is a common theme in the first reading from Baruch and Psalm 126. Baruch was a poet and a prophet in the tradition of Jeremiah. He speaks in mythical and poetic language to interpret the expected return of the Jewish Diaspora from Babylon to Jerusalem. He imagines the whole community of Israel, not just from Babylon, but from wherever they are scattered in the world – making their way joyfully together. It is God’s action that Baruch sees– God’s empowerment - that levels and smooths the way for God’s people to come home. And the psalmist echoes this theme. It is a bringing together – a re-membering of God’s people.
Paul’s theme in today’s passage from Philippians is one that speaks of his own personal joy at the love and the communal interactive care shown by the Philippians as they live into the gospel message. He rejoices that they have come to value the things that really matter, and that consequently, they are becoming rich in the harvest of justice. They are exhibiting as a community the divine spark in themselves brought to fruition by their being in Christ. He calls this way of community living, this way of relating to one another - koinonia – a Greek word that signifies fully inclusive and fully committed community.
And then we have the figure of John the Baptist in our gospel passage from Luke. It is not a stretch to see the John who is depicted here as one who clearly models for us what it means to be a herald of Jesus and his gospel. John knows that he himself is not the Messiah, and that Jesus is. Nonetheless, he proclaims boldly the need for his hearers to change how they are living, and to change whose voice they are listening to concerning what is important in their lives. Perhaps he is exhorting us as well to come out of our loneliness, out of our alienation; out of our siloes of fear or apathy? and to engage with our brothers and sisters around us?– to hear the message of Jesus about the nature of the reign of God? – a reign that includes and needs the participation of everyone.
 It is the church’s mission (and we are the church!) to take down the barriers and to clear a straight path. And yes, Paul and John the Baptist both make it plain that it is critical that we stand up boldly. We are the community of Jesus – and all of this work which is ours to do can only come to fruition if we are faithful to our commitment  to live as koinonia!
Discussion Questions: (To start us off)
· What are some of the obstacles to coming out of our siloes (i.e. isolation, tribal thinking, polarized world) - and into the “wilderness” of thinking differently?

· What are the benefits to ourselves and others? (e.g. renewal, rebirth, clarity and purpose, a way forward)

· How are we breaking down the barriers through our own way of living, and in the lives of our neighbors?

· Is there  a theme in these reading that salvation is universal rather than individual? If so, how so?

· To what voices do we need to listen?
