Homily for Advent I, Cycle B
Is. 63: 16-17, 64: 1-8
Ps. 80
I Cor. I: 3-9
Mk 13: 33-37



Today’s readings seem to me made for our moment as citizens of the USA. As the old Spiritual, Precious Lord, has it, “We are tired, we are weary, we are worn.” Many of us have felt anxious, if not traumatized, for the past four years. We have lived through an era where the very concept of truth has been challenged. We have experienced our cherished institutions being de-stabilized. We have battled our way through the fight against the corona virus pandemic with an appalling lack of coordinated leadership. We have voted for change, but we are still not safely there. We are coming to a reckoning with the flaws of our institutions – our system. We are grappling with course correction which is just another name for conversion. And most of all, as believers, we are calling upon God to be present in our midst. In light of where we stand in this moment, what do today’s scriptures have to offer us?


Both the passage from Isaiah and Psalm 80 present a theme of restoration, of pleading with God to be present and to restore Israel. “Restore us, O God, and we will  be secure when your smile is upon us….Safeguard those you have chosen, those you have made strong. Never again will we turn away from you.” Isaiah presents a lament from a true Israelite and child of God, a call for an intervention from heaven. “Yet, you are our mother and father…we are the clay, and you are the potter. We are all the work of your hands.” In other words, we need to start over as a community. We need you to re-mold us! God, the potter, the good parent, is being called upon to take the initiative to turn the people back. Is not that our first step? Do we need to turn first to God’s way of dealing with differences and diversity of needs? 

Our gospel reading is very brief, and pretty apocalyptic. It comes from the section of Mark’s gospel just before the Passion narrative. It enjoins the disciples to constantly be on watch for the “appointed time….the Day of the Lord” – the final fulfillment of Christ’s coming. This first written gospel appeared just as the first generation of Christians was dying off. There was unease among the believers because the apostolic cohort was leaving them, and Christ had not yet come. So, the writer, Mark, emphasizes that we do not know when and how Christ will appear. Mark moves the attention from when Christ will come to what we need to be doing in the meantime! I remember when I was a child hearing church people say, “Jesus is coming. Look busy!” Mark’s message to the early church seems to be similar. “Be conscious. Be busy following the teachings of Jesus concerning the law of love and forgiveness. Mark’s point is not to obsess about the future, but rather to focus on what to do by way of preparation in the present.

The reading that struck me the most this week, however, was the passage from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians. At first glance, it seems rather ordinary. It is the beginning of the Letter, and seems rather pro forma, paying out all the things Paul appreciates about the Corinthians . However, there is one piece that jumped out at me. Paul says, in the course of stating what he values in the Corinthian community, “You lack no spiritual gift!” If one reads on in the Letter, one finds that Paul goes on to complain about the divisions in the community at Corinth. Gifted as they are in so many ways, they are divided into factions which each hold themselves superior to the others. Paul’s overarching theme in all of his writings is koinonia or communion in Christ. This means community that loves and serves one another in humility with all of their differences. The Christian community is to be an example to all the world of the gospel of Jesus Christ – a gospel of love, forgiveness, and service. The many points of disagreement and dissension within the Corinthian community are boldly called out by Paul. He challenges them and exhorts them to stop seeking fulfillment and perfection in the short term, reassuring them that it is God in Christ who will effect completeness in God’s own time, working through all. Any lack of unity for the common good is destructive of what God is renewing in Christ. Koinonia, or Oneness in Christ, must not be destroyed by the egocentrism of the “gifted.”

So, in our own situation in our time and place, what does being reminded that we do indeed have all of the spiritual gifts we need do for us as we go forward? It is how we use those gifts that really matters. If we choose not to cooperate with those with whom we disagree, what effect will that have on the future of our people? If we choose to hold ourselves superior to those with whom we disagree, how will the common good be served? I believe today’s scriptures point out to us that we are called to ponder these questions and to find a way.
Amen.

