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Introduction: Thoughts on Preaching


 


A teenaged member of a parish I served in Japan came to me one day with a complaint. The parish church only had Mass on alternate Sundays because I went to celebrate twice a month at another parish. On Sundays when no priest was present, members of the parish conducted a communion service during which parishioners would share thoughts on the readings.


The boy’s complaint was simple: ‘Every night at dinner, I have to listen to my father preaching. Now I have to listen to him in church, too.’


Preaching is, in the minds of most non–preachers and poor preachers, the quintessential monologue. One person stands before a crowd of others and talks at them. The audience is expected to keep quiet and merely listen. The reality, as any real preacher knows, is more complicated. Though only one person appears to be speaking, there is, in fact, a dialogue in progress.


The community responds in many ways: body language, snores, laughs, bored or rapt looks, whispered conversations, shouted Amens, walking out, applause.


In addition to this feedback during the homily, there are the day–to–day life and concerns of the community that must form part of the preacher’s talk. The listeners tell the preacher a lot in church and out, and a good preacher responds to them. Though one speaks out loud, it is a dialogue.


Hence, the name of this book. The phrase comes from the poet John Donne (1572–1631) who was a noted preacher in his day, though he originally used this phrase in a poem.


I have called what follows ‘homilies’, but they are homiletic essays more than true homilies. They are merely intended to give homilists ideas that may be useful in their own preparation for preaching and to give non–preachers ideas for understanding the Scriptures they read and hear.


If what follows helps others deepen the hope that is in them, these essays will have served their purpose. If they help my fellow preachers proclaim the Word in the pulpit and in their encounters with our brothers and sisters beyond the church walls, they will have done more than I should hope for. If they help even one Christian draw closer to Christ in his word and world, I will be a happy man.


Why do we have preaching in the Church? Is it meant to be an opportunity for the preacher to show that he or she is holier, wiser or more competent than the rest of the people gathered to worship? In the case I know best, that is certainly not the situation.


So, why do we do it? It is so much a part of our worship that perhaps we never give a thought to the fact that it is actually unusual. Many religions do not make preaching a part of their worship. It was not part of worship in the Jerusalem Temple, which was more like a slaughterhouse than a meeting hall. The synagogue is the source of the Christian custom of preaching, a custom referred to in Luke’s account of Jesus in Capernaum (Lk 4:16ff). The custom moved into Islam, probably under the influence of Jewish and Christian practice.


A distinguishing, though not unique, characteristic of these three religions is that they define themselves in terms of an interpersonal relationship with God rather than in terms of rites. It is a relationship that should permeate every aspect of a believer’s life. In other words, Christian faith, to limit ourselves to one tradition, is not something that happens in Church.


That presents a difficulty. If religious faith were merely a matter of the proper carrying out of rituals, there would be little question of how to live. Religion would be like making a bowl of instant noodles. Just follow the directions to the letter and you get the desired results. Once you have gotten them, you move on to other concerns.


But, if faith has at least as much to do with our daily thoughts, actions and omissions as it has to do with worship, then problems arise. Can I be sure that God is actually involved with me in my day–to–day life? Is it possible to take the general truths given by Scripture and the traditional teaching and practice of the Church and make them fit into an ordinary life, my ordinary life?


Preaching is the ‘Yes’ answer to these questions. The job of the preacher is, above all, to give encouragement to the People of God by showing that faith does bear some relation to our lives outside the church. Preaching is the part of liturgy that affirms that the timeless realities of Word and Sacrament we celebrate on Sunday morning can, must and shall have some connection with Tuesday afternoon or Thursday evening.


The homiletic essays that follow were originally video presentations by UCA News, the news agency of and for the Church in Asia. Published in four volumes, they are here brought together in one, reedited and with new material.


One summer when I was a boy, my friend Rickey and I, two city kids, stayed at a relative’s farm, the fields of which were rented to a local farmer. One hot afternoon, an old man came on a tractor to mow and rake alfalfa. After he had worked in the sun a long time, Rickey and I brought him a pitcher of cold water. We talked for a while, telling him we were on summer vacation from high school. He looked at his big, muscular black hands as he spoke of how a lack of education could condemn a man for life to doing someone else’s work. Then, with sadness and hope in his eyes, he said, ‘You go to school, now, and study hard, and learn. Don’t be like me’.


That man did more for my education than any teacher I have had, any book I have read or any course I have taken. I have listened to those teachers, read those books and taken those courses in obedience and service to that man. May God bless him. I dedicate this book to him.


William J Grimm, MM


Tokyo, Japan




Sacred Seasons:


Advent and Christmas





First Sunday of Advent (A)


 


When a race starts, is the waiting over, or has it just begun? How about a theater performance? A concert? A football game?


In one sense, the wait is over. When the starting gun fires, the curtain goes up, the baton comes down or the ball is kicked, the participants can at last do what they have come to do. The tense build–up is ended, the action has begun.


In another sense, though, a new wait has begun. Now, there is an action wait, a doing wait. Who will cross the finish line first? How will the play work out? Will the concert be a success? Which side will win the match?


Waiting for the result is common to the participants as well as to the spectators or audience. When it comes to waiting, all are engaged in the same activity. Beginnings mark a new wait.


With the first Sunday of Advent, we begin the Church’s season of waiting.


What kind of wait is Advent? For those to whom it is the Christmas shopping season, this is a build–up season. Excitement builds as we wait for the feast. Once it comes, the waiting is over. We put away the Advent wreathes and calendars. The celebration begins.


But, perhaps Advent is about the other kind of wait, the doing wait, the moving wait, the heading toward a goal wait. Perhaps it is more like riding on a train than like sitting in a theater before the show starts.


Actually, it is both kinds of waiting, but backwards. We are not waiting for something to happen and ready then to wait and see it through to completion. We are waiting to see how things already begun will turn out, but we are also waiting for something to begin. The activity is in progress. The onset is yet to come.


What is it that we await? I am living my life day to day, making a story the end of which is still unknown. I am the lead character of my life and I am waiting to see how the story of my life forms a plot.


Of course, since I am the chief actor of the story, my waiting is not a mere ‘waiting around.’ I am like the actor, the musician or the athlete who is fully involved in the process.


Like theirs, mine is not a solo performance. Others are involved, most of them people I do not even know. There are my family and friends. There are the people whose work makes my life what it is: farmers, engineers, miners, journalists, transport workers, civil servants, etc. There are even the dead, men and women of the past who made the world in which I live, the world that has shaped me, that challenges me and supports me. There are my ancestors, both human and nonhuman.


They are part of my waiting to see what my life means. They wait with me because part of the meaning of their lives is linked to mine, as the role of each character in a play is defined by the other characters.


How our lives intersect is a mystery to us all, a mystery that will be answered by the other wait, the onset wait.


The onset for which we wait is the one we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Thy Kingdom come.’


The coming of the Lord to bring the completion of the Reign of God will give the meaning to the waiting I live today. Just as a race is defined by the finish line (100–meter dash, marathon), so, too, is my life. The run is good in itself, but is fulfilled in the finish.


That finish takes two forms. The most obvious is the end of my life, when my run ends. The other is one that gives the ultimate meaning to my life, the coming, the advent, of the Lord as judge and ruler of the universe at the end of time.


In that, the mystery of all the people and events of all our lives will become clear. So, we wait in joyful hope for the ongoing completion of our own story and for the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ. Advent is a time to remember that we are waiting and to examine the way we wait, both in loving activity today, and in hope for the future.





First Sunday of Advent (B)


 


Though Advent has four Sundays, we celebrate with three virtues three comings of Christ in three tenses. Three threes!


With Christmas decorations all over, it is easy to forget that Advent is a time of coming rather than a preparation for Christmas. The Gospel about the coming of the Lord when we least expect him makes it clear that we are not merely preparing for December 25.


That day, we celebrate the past tense coming of the Lord, the birth of Jesus. He was born like us, grew up like us, died like us. He had a mother, a father, relatives, teachers, friends and foes. He worked as a carpenter. He called followers, and directed them to a new way of life before God long ago and far away. And we believe in him.


Faith is our love of that man. We love him in the life he led, in the Scriptures that teach us of him, in the Church that guides us to him. We gather each week to remember him by breaking bread. We commit ourselves to saying that he was real, not a legend. He was someone we can love as we love other people we have known in the past, people no longer present.


But, there is a difference, because his coming in the past is not all. We also await his future coming. He ‘will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead.’


I’m not sure I want to meet the One who knows all there is to know about me. At some time in the future, I will face the absolutely just judge who will know exactly what I deserve, and will render the fairest judgment on my life: ‘Guilty.’


Yet, we wait in joyful hope for his coming. Do we look forward to being forced to see how sordid our lives have been? No. We look forward to the full verdict: ‘Guilty, but forgiven.’


That is the source of our hope, love in the future tense. We love the Lord who will come bringing final forgiveness and healing and joy to our lives.


I fall into problems, though, if I concentrate solely upon the past and future comings of the Lord. Especially as Christmas approaches, I get sentimental over Christmases past. Eventually, I forget the real man Jesus altogether.


If I focus upon his future coming as Judge and Savior, I get complacent. After all, we’ve already waited two millennia. In addition, the future is an abstraction. At least I’ve lived through the past and have some idea of what it was. The future may be daydreamed about, but my guesses are empty speculation. So, I don’t bother; I sit back and forget.


That is why the most important coming of Christ is neither in the past nor the future. It is his coming today, in the present tense. He comes in my time, my life.


Ironically, this most important coming is often the hardest to recognize. His past coming is available to us in the Gospels. His future coming is not available to us, though when it comes, there will be no mistaking it.


His present coming is paradoxically present, yet hidden. It is too present, too quick, for us to devote time to recognizing it. He sneaks up on us, demanding instant recognition and instant response. And he does it in disguise. It takes a ready heart to see him. It takes the fullness of the love that shows itself as faith and hope, love in itself.


Jesus comes in someone needing help, the child lost in a crowd, the lonely neighbor, the family member across the table. He is the child who asks a wise question, the adult who gives a wise answer. He may be a poet, a politician, a pauper or a prince. Sometimes I even catch a glimpse of him in the mirror. He comes in so many disguises that I usually miss him.


When Jesus comes in the present, he looks for real, practical love. Not an emotion, but action. My faith means nothing if I can’t see and love him today. My hope is wasted if I refuse his invitation to love him now. If I’m not willing to see the Lord today, I have reason to fear seeing him at the end.


Faith, hope and love are virtues directed toward past, future and present. In Advent, we remind ourselves to be ever ready to meet and love the Lord who has come, who shall come, who comes.





First Sunday of Advent (C)


 


If someone said to me, ‘nations will be in anguish’ or, ‘people will be terrified to death at what is going to happen,’ how would I answer?


‘So? What else is new?’


Nations are always anguished over something or other, usually with good reason. Peace and justice always seem to be one more negotiation, one more election, one more ceasefire away. When things are going well politically, some sort of natural disaster seems inevitable.


When it comes to people being terrified, we know that is a description of each of us at least sometimes. Children live in a world of giants who say and do inexplicable things. Young people fear rejection by their peers. Students worry about courses and their future. Adults worry about their work and their children. The elderly worry about their health, their past and their future.


Perhaps that is the reason people in every age think theirs is the one of which Jesus spoke. So, let’s assume that the Lord is talking of our age and our lives. What then? There must be a better answer than fearful concentration upon an impending doom that never quite arrives, yet whose threat never quite disappears.


‘When these things begin to happen, stand up straight and raise your heads.’ Is that the way to face the anxieties of my life? Stiff upper lip? Forced cheerfulness?


But, there is more to Jesus’ answer than platitudes like ‘keep on keeping on.’ He says the reason we should not give up is that our ‘ransom is near at hand.’ We have all been in situations where we needed some sort of ‘ransom,’ some rescue.


However, we will not be able to see that our ransom is at hand unless we are prepared to receive it. Jesus warns us to ‘be on guard’ and singles out indulgence, drunkenness and worldly cares as the dangers we must avoid. Why point to them in particular? Why doesn’t he warn us about wrong ideas or inadequate faith?


The thread that unites those dangers is cowardice. When I choose them, I have decided to run away from tensions and troubles to embrace oblivion or to crowd them out of my life with frenzied activity. But, though I may try to avoid them or close my eyes to problems, they will not go away. Even if I spend a lifetime at it, I will not be able to avoid the inevitability of death.


In order to be ransomed by the Lord, I need courage to accept the pain, confusion and disaster in my life. Only then can the Lord rescue me. The reason is plain: the Cross is the ultimate pain of the world and the healing of that pain. God Incarnate tortured to death rescues us. Only when we are willing to stand by our own crosses, confident that the Lord is with us, can the healing ransom offered by Christ be ours. If I run from the pain, I run from the place where I can meet the healer.


Advent (‘Coming’) is our time of waiting for the Lord, the Lord who will come at the end of time, but who also comes to us whenever we are willing to stay at the cross—whether his or our own. The Lord has acted, and will act in the midst of pain and confusion.


Can I believe that when troubles come the Lord comes as well? How can I deepen my faith in that coming? The Lord’s answer is ‘Pray constantly.’ That does not mean spending all my time on my knees. It means being constantly aware, or at least constantly reminding myself that the Lord is really with me.


In Advent we nurture our awareness that the Lord really has come and really comes. One way to do that is by remembering. Let’s spend this season remembering how he has come many times when we were afraid and confused, and how the Lord brought us through. The remembering will enable us to ‘stand secure before the Son of Man.’





Second Sunday of Advent (A)


 


The first people who took the trouble to go into the desert and look for John returned home and told others about the man in the wilderness who lived on bugs and honey and dressed in camel hair. They also told how abusive he was, attacking some of them for coming in the first place: ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?’


And what happened? Did folks say, ‘That guy has been out in the sun too long—he’s crazy, and maybe even dangerous’?


No. John became a celebrity! ‘At that time Jerusalem, all Judea, and the whole region around the Jordan were going out to him.’


Did folks like to be abused? Is that why they made the dangerous trek into the desert? Did they go out of curiosity, to see the wild man in the wilderness? There may have been another reason for their going: they knew John was right.


The psychiatrist Karl Menninger wrote a book titled, Whatever Became of Sin? It was a good question. A growing understanding of the psychological causes that lie behind many of our actions, combined with a reaction against a spirituality that seemed to make an awareness of sin rather than of God’s sin–forgiving love the center of the Christian life seem to have decreased some of our consciousness of sin.


There is much good in this tendency. Sometimes we are not fully responsible for our actions because of psychological or social factors that influence and even control us. In addition, instead of weighing our consciences and trying to keep mental or even written lists of sins to take to the confessional, we have come to a deeper appreciation of God’s forgiving love embracing us at all times.


However, I sometimes move from there to a sort of self–forgiveness. I decide that sin is not a reality in my life, that none of my problems are due to sin—mine and the world’s. I sometimes forget that God’s forgiving love is precisely that—forgiving love. In ‘what I have done and in what I have failed to do,’ there is something that requires forgiveness.


John’s problem with people who went to the desert was not that they were sinners. His problem was that some of them seemed to think that all they had to do was go through the motions. They would admit to being sinners (the more vaguely, the better), go out to the desert for John’s baptismal ritual, and then get back to living as they always had.


John warns such folks, ‘Bear fruit worthy of repentance. Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor.’’ He then speaks about ‘the one who will follow me.’


John moves his listeners from focusing on past sins or present hypocrisy to the future, the time of hope.


‘Advent’ means ‘coming’ and coming is something that happens from the future. At this time of year I remind myself that my whole life is lived in expectation of something that is coming, and that does not merely mean December 25.


I have a past and a present. They have made me the person I am. However, the story of my past and present is not the real story of me. My real story is in the future, in God’s call to draw closer and in the opportunities (including death) that will bring me closer and closer to God. God calls to me from out of the future rather than pushing me from the past.


Every moment is an advent. In every moment God invites me to move away from the past and the present into a new future.


But, there are obstacles. My obstacles are those that brought people to John in the desert, the sins of my past and my tendency to not let go of them in the present.


They prevent my meeting the advent of the future because one of the characteristics of sin is that it is directed to the present. I sin because of what I want to have or want to avoid in the present.


The people who went to the Jordan River had to repent and abandon their sins if they were to meet the one who would come, Christ. The same is true of me. That does not mean abandoning the present. It means living a present that can worthily come with me into the advent of the future. The eternal future to which God calls me must shape my present.





Second Sunday of Advent (B)


 


In this Church year, we will reflect upon the Gospel of Mark, the first of our four gospels to be written, and the only one to call itself a Gospel. The word is actually two Old English words put together: gōd (‘good’) and spel (‘news’). Good news. It is a translation of the Greek word that Mark uses in today’s reading, euangelion.


‘Here begins the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,’ is the way Mark opens, and this one sentence sums up his entire text. Right from the start, Mark declares that what he has to tell is good news.


Let’s stop for a moment and think about that. Do I really think of my faith as good news? Sometimes, I suppose, I do. But I’m more inclined to think of it as ideas to which I give assent, moral rules which I obey (or disobey), a structured community living in history (including my history).


Does the world at large think of our faith as good news? If folks believed it to be good news, there would be more of them joining us. Perhaps they don’t see it as good news for themselves because we don’t show that it is good news for ourselves.


Why do you suppose that is? Is it possible that our faith in the Good News is so weak that we fear putting it up against the bad news? Are we afraid to match the gospel to the pain, confusion, doubt and evil we see around us and within us? Perhaps we fear that the gospel won’t measure up, or even that it is irrelevant to what bothers the world. Do we fear that the bad news will smash our gospel faith, and so we keep it safe to be brought out like fancy dinnerware only on Sundays and holidays?


Yet, for the Good News to be good, it must face what’s bad. Most of us are experts at bad news. Being experts at bad news is, paradoxically, good. At least we know where the Gospel is needed in our lives, know the shape of the hole in our lives that the Good News must fill to really be good news.


The answer to it all is a relationship with Jesus Christ. And so Mark says, ‘the gospel of Jesus Christ.’ The bad news in my life has an answer in the One who went to the Cross. He knows the bad news, because, like us, he lived with it. He knew the confusion of childhood, the insecurity of adolescence, the betrayal of love, the fear and agony of death. He knew his own bad news, and he knows mine.


We are very busy people. Just getting to church on Sunday seems to be about as much as I can handle. Give time for prayer or quiet reflection? Give time to read Scripture and other faith–nourishing, faith–challenging things? Spend time and energy with and for my neighbor? I’d love to, but I’m just too busy. And yet, that is where I will develop the relationship with Christ that will be the Good News for my bad news.


Why is that? Mark also proclaims that in his first sentence. Jesus Christ is ‘the Son of God.’ In knowing Christ, I know the Son of God whose death on the cross became the source of life. God’s love is stronger than the bad news. The resurrection of Christ is the guarantee of that strength. Our baptism into the death and resurrection of Christ is the guarantee that we share it.


That’s good news for you, for me, for everyone. And good news is for sharing. Just as we recommend good restaurants and good films, once we know Christ as good news, we recommend him. How? By living lives that really look as if they are touched by good news.


Once I really know Christ as good news, others will want to know the secret of my joy in pain, my confidence in confusion, my hope in the face of death. The pain, the confusion, the death will not go away. They will be, however, the place where I meet Christ more deeply because I’m not afraid to bring my faith there. The pain, confusion and death will be the bad news where the Good News happens.


And so, in Advent we make a bit more effort to welcome the Lord into our lives and into our hearts, so that we can indeed know him as Son of God, as Good News.





Second Sunday of Advent (C)


 


We know we will be taken to a world of adventure when a tale opens with words like ‘Once upon a time.’ They prepare us for marvels—for knights in armor, damsels in silks, fierce dragons, talking animals, magic potions, helpful elves, mischievous gnomes and mysterious fairies.


Compared with that, Luke’s story of John is boring. How much adventure can we expect from a story that begins with names of rulers who mean little or nothing to us, detailed yet incomprehensible information about some date, and names of places that are hard to pronounce and that don’t even exist anymore?


Why couldn’t the evangelist have just written, ‘Once upon a time in a land far, far away the word of God was spoken to John son of Zechariah in the desert’?


The Bible does have ‘once upon a time’ tales. The two creation accounts in Genesis, the Tower of Babel, Noah’s Ark, Balaam’s talking donkey, Jericho’s walls falling to trumpet blasts—all are such tales. Like poetry or good fiction, they are true, but not factual. It is true that God created the world in power and love to be good. That is the truth of the creation stories, which are not factual at all.


Luke tells us that wonderful things are going to happen. ‘Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be leveled. The windings shall be made straight and the rough ways smooth, and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’


That sounds like a ‘once upon a time’ tale, and if it were a fairy tale, we would listen to it in a certain way.


However, Luke is not telling a fairy tale. His story is real, the most real story, the truest story that ever was. In this story, God’s truth and the world’s facts are not merely close, they are together in Jesus.


Therefore, we know that the way of the Lord will be prepared for real, and all shall see the salvation of God for real.


Reality—that is Luke’s message. He tells of a reality that can be located in time and place. So, we get facts of geography, chronology and history. It is Luke’s way of saying, ‘Hear this story as you hear no other. This story goes beyond what you think of as fact or truth.’


That is an important message for us in Advent. This is the season in which we recommit ourselves to live in anticipation of the fulfillment of God’s promises. It is a time to recall that those promises are real and that God intends them to be true in the real world, the world in which we live in flesh, not fantasy.


The vocation of John the Baptizer is the vocation of us Christians, the Church. He was a herald announcing the coming of God’s Kingdom. So are we. He came in a particular time, ‘the fifteenth year of the rule of Tiberius Caesar,’ to a particular place, ‘the entire region of the Jordan.’


Each of us lives in a particular time and in a particular place. And in that time and place, the word of God is spoken to each of us, giving us the vocation to call upon the world to ‘Make ready the way of the Lord.’


We live in expectation of the coming of the Lord. That coming is not a once upon a time thing nor a someday, somewhere, somehow thing. The coming of God to me, the call of God to me, and my response to that call are something that happens today. It happens in a certain time and a certain place. It calls me to respond with my real life here and now.


Advent is the season in which the Church recommits itself to living a great adventure. We are a band of companions walking through a world of marvels and dangers to a promised goal, eternal life with God. The band is real, the world is real, the marvels are real, the dangers are real. The goal is real.





Third Sunday of Advent (A)


 


Some people want God to be vengeful. Some even appoint themselves the instruments of that vengeance. Of course, such self–appointed condemners and avengers for God seem insensitive to their own sins and their own need to repent.


They forget or ignore what St Paul said about vengeance: ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’’ In other words, ‘mind your own business.’


People who think God is about vengeance do, however, have a precedent in John the Baptizer. In last week’s reading from Matthew, John launched into a tirade against the Pharisees and Sadducees for trying to ‘flee from the wrath to come’ and said that ‘every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.’


When Jesus came speaking about beatitudes and hope, John naturally had doubts about him. Shouldn’t the message of ‘the one to come’ be an intensified word about God’s wrath that is drawing near? So, John sent some of his disciples to question Jesus. ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ The answer they brought back may have only increased John’s doubts.


‘Well, John, we asked him what you told us to ask, and all he said is that good things are happening. The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have the good news brought to them.’


And John said, ‘You’re sure he said nothing at all about the wrath of God? Nothing about punishment for sin and evil? How can he be the One? Didn’t I say the one to come will burn the chaff with unquenchable fire? Well, then, he must not be the One.’


‘By the way, John, he did say one more thing: “blessed is anyone who take no offence at me”’;.


The kingdom of God is ‘righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit,’ says St. Paul. Like it or not, we are called to joy. The Gospel really is good news; the coming of the Lord is healing, peace and reconciliation.


What, then, is the task of the followers of the Lord? Are we to keep quiet in the face of sin and evil? No. I should combat sin, beginning with the sin in my own heart. In addition, I must shine the light of God’s will on the sin of the world, that of individuals, of groups or of the entire world—especially, perhaps, those groups and those parts of the world that support my livelihood or comfort. But, I must do all that out of love for the sinner—whether myself or others.


Christians are supposed to be signs of the Kingdom, of the coming of the Lord. That means more than putting up a Christmas creche or even a cathedral. It means more than spending an hour each week in a building with a cross on the roof.


Being signs of the Kingdom means that we imitate Christ. Someone who looks to us to find out if God’s Kingdom has come in Christ should be able to see that the sufferings of the world are relieved, that the causes of suffering are banished, that new life is given to all, that the good news is proclaimed to the poor. We should be able to reply as Jesus did.


John tried to live as a prophet of God as he understood God. A wrathful God should have wrathful prophets. So, John was ‘hellfire and brimstone.’ We try to live as signs of God who is present to us in Jesus Christ. So, we show the forgiving love of God to the world. That is where we are greater than John. We are not better than he; we merely know something about God that John did not know, that God would rather go to the Cross than inflict wrath on the world.


Now as we practice the carols of ‘peace on earth, good will to all’ it is time to renew our commitment to live as Christ who came not to condemn sinners, but to embrace and save them. That’s good news for the whole sinning world, including me.





Third Sunday of Advent (B)


 


A minister described his vocation in the words of John the Baptizer: ‘a voice in the desert, crying out: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord!’’


That is a description not only of the Baptizer’s vocation or the minister’s, but of the vocation of every Christian. We are all meant to be voices in the desert, calling upon the world to prepare the Lord’s way.


TV nature shows teach us that the desert is full of life, color, beauty and documentary makers. But, for people who lived in the cities and towns of the Middle East two millennia ago the desert was home to scorpions, vultures, poisonous snakes and demons, a place of loneliness, barrenness and death.


That’s the sort of place where John felt called to proclaim the coming of the Lord. Why? Well, it doesn’t take much thought or experience to admit that loneliness, barrenness and death can be true, if partial, descriptions of the whole world. Especially when viewed without faith, the world looks like a desert. John was in a place that symbolized the world of those who heard him.


We, too, are sent into the desert to do what John did. Our sandy wastes may be paved and our vultures may carry smart phones, but where we live can be as much a desert as the area around the Jordan River.


We are in the desert, and like John we have a vocation here. We must issue a call to prepare the way of the Lord.


But, what is this way of the Lord? The English word ‘way’ is an excellent starting point for reflecting upon what it is that we are called to do with our faith. Two of its many meanings will suffice.


The first meaning, the one Isaiah used, is a road from one place to another. A way has a starting point and a goal toward which one heads. To prepare the way is to make sure the road is ready for travel.


Ways are defined by where they go. Where are we headed? The object of our journey is the full, uninterrupted, unweakened and unending experience of the love of God. We have to name it, so we call it heaven. Jesus called it the Reign of God.


So, preparation of the Lord’s way to which we call our fellow desert creatures is preparation to experience the love of God. Since we learn best by doing, we invite, challenge and offer opportunity to our fellows to love and be loved. That’s where the way of the Lord moves into a second meaning of ‘way’—a style of doing or being.


The style of those journeying toward the Lord is characterized by certain ways of dealing with fellow travelers: love (of friends and foes alike), justice (in the Biblical sense of taking special care to look out for the weak) and peace (not the mere absence of conflict, but an environment in which all can live as children of God).


Since every human being is in the desert, since every human being is on the journey to the Lord, preparing the way is a vocation for all men and women, Christian or not.


This is the reason we, the Church, have something to say about the way the world runs. Society, politics, economics, religion, the arts, the sciences are all subject to encouragement or correction as they aid or hinder preparing the way of the Lord.


That’s a big responsibility. It’s so frightening that perhaps our greatest sins are due to our fear of what calling the world to prepare the way of the Lord might cost. After all, John the Baptizer lost his head. Jesus was killed on a cross. What will the neighbors think? I need a lot more courage. Where can I find it?


Courage comes from the conviction that I am not alone. We are a community of saints and sinners who call the world to journey toward the Lord, to live in the way of that journey. What is more, we journey with the risen Lord who called himself The Way.


The place we really live our faith is not in a church. It is in the desert of our workplaces, our schools, our streets, our homes. There is no other place for the world to hear our call to prepare the way of the Lord, to join us on the way of and to the Lord.





Third Sunday of Advent (C)


 


Among the popular features of many publications and the internet are advice columns. Readers send questions, and writers then provide answers.


We like to get answers to our problems. If someone is able to suggest a quick fix to them, we are happy. It has always been that way, and probably always will.


Various people came to John the Baptizer in the desert to get advice. He gave it.


He told the crowd in general to share. He told tax collectors (a notoriously corrupt group in his time) to be honest. He told soldiers to not abuse their power by abusing people.


We are not told how they reacted to John’s advice, but since group after group asked for it, we can assume that folks liked what he had to say. We can be less sure that they actually followed it. My own experience of giving and receiving advice makes me suspect that they did not.


Apparently, the people who heard John were looking for something other than advice. Otherwise, they would have followed it, and the world would be a different place. Equally apparent is the fact that I am not really looking for advice, though I may listen to talks, read books and scan articles which I then ignore. I have some other desire, a desire symbolized by my hopeful search for good advice.


What are we really looking for? Answers or an answer? Occasionally, we see signs or hear people who say, ‘Jesus is the Answer.’ The irreverent comeback is, of course, ‘What’s the question?’


Well, what is the question? What am I looking for? What is the desire?


I think it is a special kind of relationship. Perhaps that is the real meaning of those ‘Jesus is the Answer’ declarations. John offered advice. The One who came after, who was ‘mightier’ than John, seldom offered advice. Frequently, we see him ignoring requests for advice. Instead, he invites people to a new kind of relationship with God and other people.


A common question at this time of year is, ‘What do you want for Christmas?’ When I was a child, my father used to reply, ‘All I want is some well–behaved kids.’ We always found it easier to give him a necktie.


The Lord asks each of us the same question. ‘What do you want for Christmas?’ His asking frees me from the necessity of thinking of one more thing that will clutter my life. I can turn to him and say, ‘Lord, all I want is to know you, to know how close to me you are, how much you love me.’


It’s a cliché in Advent and Christmas time to mouth wishes for world peace, but the Lord does not even offer that. What he offers is himself. If we really accept that gift, we will find peace.


The acceptance is the key. When John offered advice, people could accept it or reject it and carry on with their lives. If they accepted it, they became nicer people and the world became a nicer place. Nicer, that’s all. It remained the same old world. If we become nicer, the world would still be the same old world.


The Lord comes to clear it all away. ‘His winnowing fan is in his hand to clear his threshing floor.’ The Lord offers something totally new, totally different. He offers a world where advice is not needed, where our baptism ‘in the Holy Spirit and in fire’ will make of us a new creation.


What we really want has already been given us. We do not have to wait until Christmas Day to receive it. We do not have to wait until we start following all the good advice we have received.


We can spend our lives looking for John the Baptizer, looking for the right advice, the right rules, the right morality by which to live. Or, we can accept the Christmas gift offered us at every moment, the loving presence of Jesus Christ the Lord.





Fourth Sunday of Advent (A)


 


There was nothing extraordinary about the name Yeshua that Joseph was ordered to give the child. There were probably other kids in town with the same name. As the Aramaic version of Joshua, it was a popular name.


(This might be a good point to make a little digression into the question of how ‘Yeshua’ came to be called ‘Jesus.’ The language of the early Christians outside of Israel was Greek. That is the reason the New Testament was written in Greek. Now, when Greek speakers wanted to speak of Yeshua, they had two problems. For one thing, they had no sound in their language that corresponds to the one we write ‘sh’ in English. The closest they could manage was an ‘s’ sound. Another problem was that to Greek ears, ‘Yesua’ would sound like a woman’s name, since names ending in ‘a’ were feminine. Since Yeshua was a man, they changed the last sound to a masculine ending, another ‘s.’ So, in Greek, Yeshua is called Iesus. When Christians moved into the Latin–speaking world where a different alphabet from the Greek was used and where ‘I’ and ‘J’ were interchangeable, we got Jesus. The hard ‘J’ pronunciation in English comes from the fact that in English, we pronounce ‘J’ and ‘I’ differently.)


So, Joseph was told to name the child Yeshua, and we name him Jesus. But, that is only one of the names by which we call him. The name Yeshua sounds similar to the Hebrew and Aramaic phrase, ‘he will save,’ and so the angel said, ‘you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ That is something else we call him. Jesus was one man who was really true to his name, a savior.


His disciples called him ‘rabbi’ or ‘teacher.’ The Church has called him ‘Christ’ and ‘Lord’ and ‘God–Man’ among other titles. Today’s Gospel passage, applying to him a verse from Isaiah (another variation on the same name as Jesus) calls him ‘Emmanuel, which means “God with us”.’


But, when all is said and done, perhaps the best title he has for us is the simplest, the one his parents and playmates used in Nazareth, the one his disciples used on the road, the one the Romans put on his cross: Jesus.


Think about your own name or the name of someone you love. Is it a mere word, a few syllables that provoke no more response from you than any other sound? No, a name is special. When I say that I am So–and–so, I mean more than when I say I am a jogger or a stamp collector or a bank robber. My name is me.


If I say your name, I say a word that carries with it all I know about you and all my feelings about you. I mean not merely one of many human beings, but one who looks and sounds a certain way, has certain interests, does certain things. Your individuality is captured in your name.


And that brings us back to Jesus and his name. In one sense, it is not a special name. It is not unique. Many people had the same name. In Spanish–speaking societies, many people still have it.


That is part of the wonder we are preparing to celebrate at Christmas, that God has become present among us not in some unapproachable, exalted way, but as someone with a name, an ordinary name because that extraordinary man is in a real way as ordinary as you and I. Jesus really is a normal human being with a normal name.


And when I say that name I declare my relationship with him, my beliefs about him, my hopes in him. By saying his name, I say that it is possible for me and other normal human beings to know him and to call upon him with the same familiarity as his playmates in Nazareth two thousand years ago. He is God, but he is also my friend.


The one whose birth we are about to celebrate has many titles, but one name, the name he shared with so many other people in his land. It is wondrous because it is so common. The mystery that we celebrate in his birth is that the God of the universe is met in someone like us, someone with a simple name, an ordinary Tom, Dick or Yeshua.





Fourth Sunday of Advent (B)


 


The angel appears to Mary and says, ‘Rejoice, O highly favored daughter! The Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women.’ But Mary is ‘deeply troubled by his words.’ Why would anyone be troubled to hear that God favors her?


Let’s imagine the scene. Mary has been doing laundry, and is drying her hands on her apron while the messenger of God speaks to her. She is no one special, just one of the many women in Nazareth who expect to spend a lifetime bearing babies, baking bread, cleaning house and looking after their husbands and children. Though there have been great women in the history of Israel, they are long dead. Why should she expect anything special from God or anyone else? Yet, here is an angel telling her she is specially favored by God.


There is a problem in being specially favored by God. It usually means God has chosen one to do something special, given a call that requires a break from a comfortable everyday existence to do something that may make no sense.


Mary’s society may not have offered her much of a life, but at least it was secure. It was the life her mother, her grandmother and all the women she knew had lived. There was security in it and even some personal fulfillment according to the terms she had been taught to seek. What if God’s favor meant abandoning that security and being someone other than her society envisioned?


That’s the trouble with God. Just when we think our lives are going smoothly—not great, but not bad—God shakes us up with a call. Frequently, it’s less pleasant than we think the appearance of an angel might be. It may be something that can drive us to despair.


The difficulty is that we are willing to settle for less than what God offers. We are offered God, and want the world instead. Sometimes it takes wrenching separation to prepare us to accept God’s offer.


And what of Mary? The angel offers her an unplanned pregnancy, the risk of a broken engagement, the likelihood of ostracism by family and friends. Had she answered, ‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ she would have been a very sensible woman. Yet, Mary was not sensible.


It takes unsensible people obeying unsensible calls to do unsensible things in order to bring Christ to the world.


But, why Mary? There would have been a rabbi in town who had dedicated his life to the Law of God and service to God’s people. Just about any man would have been better educated than Mary. There would have been more powerful people, more socially prestigious people. Even among the women in town, there would have been wives of prominent men, mothers of many sons. Why did God favor an unmarried girl?


God doesn’t choose the way we would. God chooses worldly weakness to proclaim divine power. That’s the reason Mary was chosen and the reason we have been chosen.


All of us know deep down that we are poor weak sinners, lost in the world and hoping that no one will notice we’re not really grown–ups yet. And God has chosen us to be bearers of Christ for the world.


We share Mary’s vocation. She was chosen to bear the Savior. In our Baptism, we have been appointed to do the same, to bring Christ to the world, to be Christ for the world. Mary gave Jesus a body. So do I. So do you.


The story of Mary is our story, too. Or, it can be. The key is in our response. The whole story of Christmas depended upon one woman’s willingness to say, ‘I am the handmaid of the Lord. Let it be done to me as you say.’ Am I willing to say the same?


As we celebrate our final Sunday before Christmas, Mary’s willingness to say ‘yes’ is an example and a challenge to each of us. Am I as ready as she to say ‘Yes!’ to God’s call to bring Christ into the world? Am I as ready as she to risk what doing the will of God might mean in my day–to–day life? If I can follow Mary’s example, then my life will be Christmas for my brothers and sisters, the coming in unlikely circumstances of the Savior of the world.





Fourth Sunday of Advent (C)


 


Sometimes, I meet someone and know the child he or she once was because the child has grown up, but has never been outgrown. There is a spontaneous friendliness, a wonder at life and grace that could only belong to that child.


On the other end of life, I look at an infant or child and wonder what sort of grandmother or grandfather I am seeing. Will this child grow in wisdom and grace and be a blessing to all? Will she live a full lifetime? Will he be marred terribly by the injustice, pain and suffering that are inevitable in any life? Will she be forced to endure more than a fair share of that injustice, pain and suffering? Will he cause joy or pain?


Luke’s Gospel presents two pregnant women. Luke tells us that each had reason to believe the child she carried was a son. We are also told that each of them was pregnant through an extraordinary act of God. Otherwise, they knew as little as any mother does about the child she bears. What their children would become was as much a mystery to Mary and Elizabeth as any child is a mystery to us.


Elizabeth’s child became a desert–dwelling religious teacher who taught his disciples how to live before God. His forthright fulminations against evil eventually cost him his life.


Mary’s child followed his father’s trade as a carpenter. Later, he became an itinerant preacher. Eventually, he, too, paid with his life for what he became.


What would Mary and Elizabeth have done if they had known in advance the lives their sons would live? Would they have despaired? Would they have terminated their pregnancies? Would they have done all in their power to prevent their sons’ choosing the paths they eventually traveled? We don’t know.


We are about to celebrate the birth of Jesus. We see pictures and statuettes of the child in the manger. We watch movies and television programs about children and ‘the spirit of Christmas.’ In many places, Christmas has become a festival for children.


Christmas is, of course, much more than a child’s feast. But, it is, indeed, a time for us to reflect upon children and the gifts we give them, the legacy we leave them. It is not always a good one.


One of the dispiriting things at this time of year is adults’ supporting unbridled selfishness in children. For many, Christmas is the season of ‘Give me.’ But, the point of gifting is the giving, not the receiving. I knew a child who at Christmas time would go with her parents to an orphanage to share her parents with children who had none.


There is much that we do throughout the year to our children that warps the promise with which they are born. We provide them with ‘entertainment’ that is, in effect, a form of child abuse, because it will malform the child that God has given to the world as a unique gift. We may bring the child to church and provide for some religious education, but then show that our day–to–day lives bear no relation to the Gospel we claim should be the guiding principle of our lives.


A speaker once asked her audience, ‘If you die tonight, will your children go to heaven?’ That simple question contains the challenge and the glory of a parent’s vocation. But, it is not limited to parents. We all play a part in raising the children of the world. Are we giving them all they need to be children of God through all eternity?


Mary and Elizabeth could not protect their children from the dangers of life. They could, however, raise their sons to be men for whom faithfulness to God was more important than life itself.


Can we do the same for our children? We will not be able to protect them from life, but we can point out to them the road to heaven. We can take them with us as we journey along that road. Can there be a better Christmas gift than that?





Christmas Midnight Mass


 


The children at a parish in Tokyo were preparing a Nativity play and needed a donkey. They decided I was perfect for the role. So, after several rehearsals, I found myself in front of the congregation on my hands and knees with a leash around my neck and Mary sitting on my back.


As rehearsed, Joseph led me to the door of the inn and knocked. As rehearsed, the innkeeper gruffly asked, ‘What do you want?’ As rehearsed, Joseph said, ‘My wife is having a baby and we need a place to stay.’ As rehearsed, the innkeeper said, ‘No room. Go away.’


Then, ad lib, Joseph turned to Mary and said, ‘I told you to make reservations!’


The accommodations for the birth of Jesus is an important matter for Luke. In fact, it may be the major point of his account. He was not trying to make his story more poignant or sentimental. He was engaging in a form of ancient Jewish Scripture commentary, midrash.


Midrash, too simply put, is the practice of using the details of a story to bring the rest of Scripture to bear on a point.


Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus is an extended midrash, using various details to make his readers or hearers think of parts of Scripture that tell us important things about Jesus. The birth in the stable is one of those details.


If Mary had, in fact, called ahead for reservations, how would the story have continued? Joseph would have checked in, and Jesus would have been born in an inn. Is there any problem with that? There is if you ask yourself, what is an inn?


An inn is a place for travelers, for people who are passing through. They do not plan to stay long, just long enough to get some rest, conduct some business and move on. The fact that there is no place for Jesus in the inn refers to a verse in the Book of Jeremiah: ‘O hope of Israel, its savior in time of trouble, why should you be like a stranger in the land, like a traveler turning aside for the night?’ It is a prayer that God stay with the people of Israel, that divine care be present for them in time of need.


Jesus is not born in the inn because he is not ‘a stranger in the land . . . a traveler turning aside for the night.’ He really is Emmanuel, ‘God With Us.’ By saying that ‘there was no place for them in the inn,’ Luke is not talking about overworked hotel staff. There was no place for them in the inn because an inn is not an appropriate place for the birth of Jesus. He is not passing through. He has come among us to remain with us. He is not a traveling stranger, but a native of our world, and he will not move on. He’s here to stay.


For Luke, the key detail of the account of Jesus’ birth is the manger. He mentions it three times. It is the detail that guarantees the message of the angel to the shepherds. ‘This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ It is important because it tells us why this ‘God With Us’ is with us.


Isaiah talks of how the people of Israel have turned away from God: ‘The ox knows its owner and the donkey knows its manger; but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.’ Luke is telling us (three times!) that the time has come to know God. No matter that we may be as dense as an ox or as stubborn as a donkey, we can now know God because in Jesus God is as really present as hay in a barn. (That’s why we put an ox and a donkey in our Christmas creches.)


What is usually in a manger? Food. Jesus is found in the manger because he is nourishment and strength, ‘good news of great joy to all the people.’


And who are those people? The first announcement of the birth of Jesus is to shepherds. In our Tokyo performance, the shepherds were cute kids. Shepherds in Israel two thousand years ago were a very different group. Shepherds were outcasts. They had a reputation for being thieves, wandering the wilderness with their sheep, and attacking unwary travelers they happened upon in their wanderings. They had reason to be afraid when ‘the angel of the Lord stood before them.’


The first people to hear that God is now with us and will never leave us, the first to hear that in Christ God is clearly present as one who will give us life, is a group that most needs that kind of good news. Christ has come for sinners. In other words, Christ has come for me, for you and for all the world.


Jesus will not stay at an inn, but in the manger. He will always be among us and always sustain us sinners. Christmas is not about a baby born long, long ago. It is about Jesus Christ, the Risen Savior who is with us today to be ‘good news to all the people.’





Christmas Day


 


Why on Christmas Day don’t we hear the story of the birth of Jesus?


Let’s think about stories. There are bedtime stories. There is prime–time television in our homes. Story telling is something we do at night.


Daytime requires something different. Daytime is when we take the message of the story and act upon it. So, on Christmas Eve we had the story; on Christmas Day we have the meaning: ‘the Word became flesh and lived among us.’


One advantage of learning new languages is that we learn new words and through them learn new things about the world and ourselves. Like every human being, I have a poignant, and in English inexpressible, feeling of mourning, longing, nostalgia and peace regarding people, places and things in my past that can never be regained. But, until I learned that there is a single Japanese word for that feeling, natsukashii, I couldn’t really grasp it for myself, nor could I be sure that it was anything more than a personal neurosis.


In English, we use the word ‘word’ in an interesting way. One of the highest forms of praise we can give is ‘He’s a man of his word.’ On the other hand, ‘She doesn’t keep her word,’ is one of the worst condemnations we can make. If I say, ‘You can take my word for it,’ I expect to be believed and am insulted if I am not. My word is equivalent to my self. If I give my word, a violation of that word is a selling out of my self, my soul.


And today we celebrate the fact that ‘the Word became flesh and lived among us.’ What might that mean?


The Word whose story we told last night tells us something about the universe in which we live: ‘God so loved the world that he sent the Son to be our savior.’ We live in a world loved by God. And not only a world loved by God—we, each of us, is loved beyond measure by God. It is a world of pain, confusion, suffering and death, but it is also the world where we meet God.


Like realizing new ways to see myself, the coming of the Word made flesh shows me that I am called to be more than I might otherwise think. The Son became one of us that we might become sons and daughters of God. And the coming of the Word affirms that the deepest longings of our hearts for love, life and peace are not empty dreams. Those longings have a divine answer, and therefore are precious.


This is the meaning of Christmas. The decorations, the gifts, the songs, the food and all the rest are good, but the reason for them all is not simply the birth of a baby a couple of thousand years ago. Today we remember and celebrate the fact that we can know God’s glory and power not as some sort of information, but as a person.


Knowing him, we shape our lives in accord with that Word, hearing the words of the Son and obeying them. Even more, it means living in such a way that we, too, become the word of God for the world.


So, on Christmas Day we move from the story to the program, from what happened long ago to our vocation today.


It’s a big order. Can we be the word of God for the world? Can we be the means for others to understand who God is and what our destiny is as the beloved ones of God? Can we speak words that will make real for them the love of God, the forgiveness of God, the hope of God?


Yes, we can. We have God’s Word for it.





Holy Family (A)


 


I saw a picture of the Holy Family that showed Joseph doing carpentry while Jesus held a tool and Mary watched at the door, doing nothing. Not like any family I know.


We know what real families are like. In a real family, Jesus would have been getting in his father’s way or been off somewhere else when Joseph wanted help. Mary would have been working at keeping the house livable and the family fed.


If that picture of Joseph’s workshop is of a holy family, we’re all out of luck. All we can do is look on wistfully, and think how nice it would be if our families were perfect. If family holiness is some impossible situation of goodness, harmony, cleanliness, comeliness and industry, there is no reason for us to celebrate this day.


Perhaps the picture was wrong. Maybe Jesus was a pest around the house. Maybe Mary shouted herself hoarse calling him to meals. Maybe Joseph got so caught up in his work that Mary and Jesus stood at the workshop door, ignored. Maybe Mary sometimes burned the bread.


We have just celebrated the birth of Jesus. The mystery of the Incarnation is that Jesus was not God’s play–acting at being human (that’s a heresy called ‘docetism’). Jesus really was human. He really needed to be toilet trained, he really got bumps and bruises roughhousing with friends. He really could be a pest. He really could be a precious son. The family we call the Holy Family was not all that much different from other families.


Are we wrong, then, to call it a holy family if it was no more ‘holy’ than our own?


Because of the Incarnation, holiness cannot be other–worldliness. The place where God is met, the place where God loves us, is here, now. A truly holy man or woman lives in the here–and–now, is a sign here and now that God’s love is real and at work.


The word ‘holy’ comes from the word ‘healthy.’ Holiness is a kind of health, and health may be the means for us to understand holiness and, therefore, what we celebrate on this feast of the Holy Family.


When I am healthy, I am able to move through life with a certain confidence. I feel that nothing the world brings me by way of challenge can overwhelm me.


Holiness, too, is a kind of confidence, a conviction that God’s love embraces me. God’s love is stronger than sin, stronger than death, and so I can live with confidence. I need not fear to love others or be loved by them. I need not fear the world and what it may do to those who serve. I need not fear the power of sin or death.


Think of people who make health an object of life. Besides annoying the rest of us, they are neither happy nor truly healthy. That is because health is a by–product of a certain kind of life. One who walks, runs, dances, or climbs for the joy of it is healthy. One who walks, runs, dances, or climbs for the sake of health is unhealthy.


Holiness, too, is a result, not an objective. When I am filled with amazement at God’s great love, when I share that love with all I meet, I become holy. I pray with joy, with gusto. If I turn prayer into some sort of spiritual calisthenics, I will be neither happy nor holy. I will not be a sign of heaven to the world.


That brings us back to the Holy Family. It was holy not because it lived an exalted life unavailable to the rest of us. It was holy because it was a group of people not unlike ourselves who loved, who lived, who wept, who laughed. Theirs was a home in which a boy could ‘grow in size and strength, filled with wisdom, (with) the grace of God on him.’


Our homes can be the same. Perhaps more than we realize, they are. They have their problems. No family is without them. Every mother feels swords pierce her heart at some time or other. Yet, our homes are where we learn to love, where we learn of God’s love. It is in our families that we practice the sharing, openness and patience that enable us to show the glorious love of God to the world.





Holy Family (B)


 


Matthew and Luke (the only New Testament writers who present pictures—sometimes contradictory—of Jesus’ infancy and childhood) did not intend to give a chronicle of the early life of Jesus.


They wrote introductions to their accounts of the life, death and resurrection of the man Jesus. So, they left out details of his teething, first steps, toilet training, weaning, puberty and all the other events of his early life that we must assume occurred. Their infancy and childhood narratives are meant to tell us about the adult, and only about him.


So, then, what does the story of Jesus in the temple tell us about the vocation of the adult Jesus?
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