Homily for Advent I 2021, Cycle C

Jeremiah 33: 14-16
Psalm 25
I Thess. 3:12-4:2
  Lk 21: 25-28, 34-36


Today is the first Sunday of Advent. Today begins our new church year in which we reflect each Sunday on the gospel according to Luke. While the gospel of Mark was written very simply and hastily to make sure that there was a recorded account of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus before the apostolic era came to an end, and all of the eye witnesses were gone, and Matthew was written to show the evidence of how Jesus was indeed the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets of Israel, Luke focused on the ministry of Jesus as the proclamation of the love and mercy of God for all people and the universal call to bring God’s reign of justice and peace to all the world. Luke’s gospel challenges us all in a very direct way to be heralds of the Good News! Today’s reading from Luke for the First Sunday of Advent is no exception. This passage immediately precedes the Passion narrative, so these are final instructions to the disciples about spreading the Good News .Jesus’ final words of exhortation echo language from the rest of Luke’s gospel re: discipleship’ “Be on guard lest your spirits become bloated with indulgence, drunkenness and worldly cares” recalls the explanation of the parable of the sower in which the seed of the word of God fails to take root in hearts because they are “choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life.” 

So, what is a 21st century Christian to take away from the end times speeches of Jesus such as this passage from Luke 21? Perhaps it is the idea that the full revelation of the kindom of God will be manifested in a new and unexpected sort of coming of the Human One, the Risen One, the One who will give the final word on and welcome to the full reign of God. This full awakening will come suddenly and unpredictably, at a time when no one knows except Abba God. Of course, the most important signs of this end time, namely, the death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit – have already occurred. Meanwhile, other historical catastrophes, such as the Roman destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple in the early days of the church, (or 9-11 in our own day), are not to be confused with the signs of the coming of the Human One and the fullness of the reign of God. The calling of latter day disciples, including ourselves, is to respond appropriately to the “signs” of our own times.  An example would be our response to what we are learning about the endangerment of our entire ecosystem that is meant to nurture all living things on this planet Earth, our common home.

Let’s turn for just a moment to our first reading from the Prophet Jeremiah. This section of Jeremiah is known as the Little Book of Consolations.

Jeremiah (writing from prison in the midst of exile no less) presents a hopeful future which is closely linked to the promise of healing. God will heal a wounded people and create a space where the survivors might be safe, and where they might flourish once more. This healing and restoration is also closely connected to the act of cleansing the stain of the Israelites’ guilt and forgiving the sins and rebellion they had committed against God, a situation so vividly depicted in the first part of the Book of Jeremiah. The promise of which Jeremiah speaks includes restoration of the House of David in Judah: God will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David – an image immortalized during the medieval period in the artistic depiction (seen in so many stained glass windows of gothic cathedrals) of what has come to be called The Jesse Tree. The line of Jesse is depicted as a tree with sprawling branches that culminates in the birth of Jesus the Christ. This hope for the Messiah to come from the line of David expresses the hope for a wise and compassionate king, who will execute justice and righteousness throughout the land. Indeed, the city of David, a city beleaguered by the terrifying forces of the mighty Babylonian Empire at the time of Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry, will once more be a place of safety, where people will again experience God’s saving presence. Indeed, the city will be given a new name: Jerusalem, which translates the Holy One is our Righteousness. This new name signals the hope that both the people will survive, and that their relationship with their God will thrive. Significantly, the last words of the Little Book of Consolation remind us of God’s promise to have mercy on the people. Without God’ mercy, hope for the restoration, salvation and healing do not exist. The compassionate, living God chooses to dwell with the people, and chooses to share God’s own life with them. God’s righteousness is enough for them. And so, the psalmist exclaims: “To you, O God, I lift up my soul. Make me know your ways, Holy One. Teach me your paths.”

This timeless message is for us as well in our time and place. God invites us to be a people of HOPE despite adversity. Hope requires a vision – a vision that is capable of constantly growing, expanding and becoming as our journey continues. Our journey is one of hearing and seeing new possibilities, new ways of being more inclusive, and more compassionate as bearers of the Good News of God’s love and mercy. Like the Israelites, we have, more often than not, made the mistake of imagining Jesus, the Messiah, as a traditional king, an all-powerful monarch, a fixer according to the model of kingship we have known and experienced historically. But that is not who Jesus is. If the Good News Jesus proclaims is about anything, it is about new wine, and yes, new wineskins! Hope requires new wineskins. As a people of HOPE, we must LISTEN, and LOOK FOR, the prophets and the moments of opportunity in our midst, because that is where the kindom of God resides – in our midst!
“To you, O God, I lift up my soul. Make me know your ways, Holy One. Teach me your paths!” This must be our prayer as we begin the season of Advent – the season of Holy Waiting for the Fulfillment of God’s Eternal and Universal Promise.
