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Homily Advent II, 2011







“Prepare the way of the Lord”. What a simple phrase. But here in the second week of Advent, we need to be specific. How do we prepare to make a space right here among us for a God who is truly, as we sang earlier, ‘beyond the moon and stars”? 

Fortunately we don’t have to go out to the stars or into the wilderness like John the Baptist to accomplish our Advent goal. God meets us where we are, and this is where we have to prepare the way. Right here, in the middle of our very real lives. The empty space in the middle of our open-ended Advent Wreath reminds us of this as we go along. 

Let’s start by looking at some of the specific words and phrases from today’s readings.

Comfort…

Beloved…

Forgiveness…

Glory…

Power…

These words give us beautiful ideas and concepts about God, ideas we can think about and ponder with our minds. We have been given the gifts of intellect and reason, and we can use these great gifts to help us to prepare a way for his coming. He is the Lord, our Comforter, who is Love, whose mercy and forgiveness are infinite, who is filled with eternal power and glory.   For some people, taking the time to reflect on these concepts will open a pathway in the mind where the Lord can enter in. 

Other people will be drawn in by different words:
A voice crying out…

A highway…

Someone speaking tenderly…

A shepherd…

Lambs…

Our imaginations can connect us with remembered sounds and sights to match these words, things we’ve experienced in our own lives.  We have been given the gift of imagination to connect our memories with the presence of God all around us. We all have different memories, so different images from Scripture will appeal to different people.

Just listen to these words of Isaiah:

“Like a shepherd he feeds his flock;
in his arms he gathers the lambs,
carrying them in his bosom,
and leading the ewes with care.”
Since I grew up on a farm in Ireland as you know, the feel of a frightened live lamb cradled against my chest as I carried it to safety will always be very real to me. This image might also speak to parents who have felt what it’s like to carry their children in their arms.

Here’s another vivid image, this one from the Gospel of Mark:

“A voice cries out In the desert:

 prepare the way of the LORD!...
John was clothed in camel's hair,
with a leather belt around his waist.
He fed on locusts and wild honey.”

So John the Baptist lived out in the wild, yelled in a loud voice, wore animal skins, and ate bugs, to which some kids here would probably say- “Cool!”
The gift of our emotions is another wonderful pathway for the Lord to enter into our lives. We can prepare this way of the Lord by taking time with these images, allowing them to speak to the feelings in our hearts. Have I ever felt like I was being carried in loving arms? Or have I ever carried someone else? How can I make room for God’s presence in that memory? Have I ever been around someone who was crying out to be heard? Or have I ever been the one struggling to be understood? How can I connect that memory with the story of the life of Jesus?
The intellect, the imagination, and the feelings in our hearts are just three of the many pathways we can prepare. Think for a moment about the actual things that we are physically sensing for ourselves in the here and now- the floor as it touches our feet, the sunlight as it comes through the image of the Holy Spirit in the rose window, the air we are breathing in and out at this moment. In the mystery of the Incarnation, Jesus Christ, God’s only-begotten Son, came into our world as one of us. He too felt the sensation of his feet touching the floor, saw the sunlight, breathed in and out just like us. This awareness of our shared humanity can open up a wonderful pathway for us. 

Many of you have toys and gifts with you, things you’ve brought here because you want to share what you have with those less fortunate. You can trace the shape of the package or feel the weight of the box as you hold it on your lap while you wait for the moment to carry it forward. Can these toys clear a way for the Lord to enter into our world? 

Of course they can. For one thing, we are preparing the way of the Lord by showing our own children how to bring the face of a loving and generous God into the world. What we receive in the gift of the Eucharist we carry out into the world by giving ourselves for 
others. A child may not be up to dealing with the intellectual concept of God as Comforter, but that concept becomes very real when we see it in the gift of a teddy bear that a homeless four-year-old can cuddle as she goes to sleep.

Can we connect a memory of being cared for in our own lives with our image of Jesus the Good Shepherd carrying a lamb in his arms? Then maybe our gifts can create that same experience of feeling cared for in the life of a child we’ve never met. 

Many times, people who are going through hard times describe a feeling of becoming invisible. It’s as if people look past them or look right through them. With these toys and gifts in our Christmas Store, people can shop with dignity and choose from what they see there. You the people in this community of faith are smiling and saying, “Ah! There you are! We see you, we hear you, we care about you. We are all on this journey, and we’re happy to be on the same pathway with you.”

I guess the whole point is this. We don’t bring toys to church because we’re nice people. We bring them because we’re God’s people.  We don’t talk about a loving shepherd because it makes a pleasant picture. We talk about it because God has used this image throughout the scriptures as a way to reveal truth by touching our hearts through our imaginations. And we don’t just theorize about God as Beloved or Comforter because it makes for a good intellectual exercise. We do it because it is in our nature to look up at the moon and stars and wonder what lies beyond. We are created in the image and likeness of God. Our very real God chooses to come to us by many pathways, into the  minds and imaginations and hearts and bodies he created for us. 

This season we prepare the way for the Lord Jesus, Emmanuel, God-with-Us to come into our world as a little child, complete with his own intellect and imagination, heart and body, like us in all things but sin. And we welcome his coming with every part of ourselves, and with every one of our pathways open to receive him.
