HOMILY
4th Sunday of Advent - 2004

I Don’t know why life isn’t constructed to be seamless and safe,
Why we make such glaring mistakes,

Things fall so short of our expectations,

Our hearts get broken

Our kids do scary things..

And our parents get old and don’t always remember

To put pants on before they go out for a stroll.

I don’t know why it’s not more like it is in the movies..

Why things don’t come out neatly 

And lessons can’t be learned 

When you’re in the mood for learning them,

Why love and grace often come in such motley packaging..

As I was praying with the scripture readings for today’s

4th Sunday of Advent, especially the gospel..

This passage from Anne LaMott’s Book Travelling Mercies

Spoke to me 
Because if there is anything for certain in today’s gospel

Is that the Birth of Jesus was a very messy event…

Reads almost like a Soap Opera.. 

Definitely material for Oprah or Jerry Springer..

Joseph is Bethrothed to Mary…

Which in those days…

Basically meant you..

Although you were not living together..

You were legally committed to each other..

So.. when Joseph found out Mary was with child..

One thing was certain.. this was not his child…

The law gave him the right to have Mary stoned for committing adultery..

But Joseph Being a Just and Upright Man..

Was going to do the right thing… 

And quietly divorce Mary…

But God did not want Joseph to do the right thing..

But to do the God thing..

So God spoke to Joseph in a dream…

Instructing him..

To take Mary home as his wife..

And to name this child Jesus..

Emmanuel..

God –With-Us..

For he will save his people from their sins..
I think this is such a wonderful story ..

As we move into our final week of preparation for Christmas.. 
Because Perhaps grace is not graceful after all.

Perhaps it’s in our dis-graced moments that the mystery of God’s presence can impact us most.

As I’ve been discovering myself recently..

Grace often comes wrapped in unlikely packages..

That we’re not inclined to receive gracefully…

We are sometimes resentful that our marriages are not easier,

That our careers move from peak to valley,

that our health goes south at too early as age..

And I am certainly feeling this in our parish..

As someone described it too me recently..

There is a general dis-ease and dis-stress out there..

It’s the Pastor change..

It’s the on-going church scandals..

It’s the on-going financial struggles in our parish 

and sporadic Mass Attendance 
It’s the controversy around Religion and Politics in the recent election..

I was telling my Spiritual Director Last week..

I’m living these two competing and conflicting images of Darkness…

One.. The sense of Darkness Where you start feeling things closing in on you and being overwhelmed.. too much to do.. and this can easily lead to despair..

Second is the sense of Darkness as a Womb.. a place of laboring and preparation. Actively waiting for a sign of Hope…

Which traditionally has been the theme of the 4th Sunday of Advent 

Hope.. 

Hope in the midst of our darkest time of the year…

So many things disguise themselves as Hope…

Thin thighs in 30 days..

Fabulous Wealth with no effort!

A whole new image in a can of soda..

If you’re like me.. I have sometimes lived for months on a good delusion.. 

We can get by.. 

Until we can handle the truth or accept reality as it is…

I think we have to acknowledge we are in the midst of an Identity Crisis of sorts as a Church, as a country and a parish.. 

Who are we? What are our core values? What do we need to be about? 

I don’t know how many of you saw the Editorial by Fr. Steve Sunborg, president of Seattle U this past week on this very topic.

As a country, we have to be so careful to not confuse the separation of church and state with the integration of what the Birth of Jesus is all about.. 
that Our Divinity and Humanity are mysteriously one.. 
and the secular and the sacred are co-mingled together..

Messy.. You Bet..

And like Joseph.. like Mary…

We are called not to do the right thing necessarily.. as far the norms and laws go..

But we have to be paying attention to what God is trying to do with us and through us..

Kathleen Norris calls the Incarnation the place where Hope contends with fear..Did you ever notice that when God asks someone to do something in the bible.. It’s usually prefaced with the words.. DO NOT BE AFRAID… 
So the real hope is seeing that in the present moment, in the mess, God is with us..  Emmanuel.. And he will save us from our sins.. 
And As I’ve discovered recently.. 

My greatest sin has a lot in common with King Ahaz in today’s 1st reading.. 

Who sounding very pious says.. I will not tempt the Lord to show me a sign..  

Our greatest sin can be..

Not really trusting and believing.. God can make something good come of whatever we are in.. 

The sin being..

We think we can save ourselves…

You see, There is much more to hope than believing this life will get better or the next life will outshine this one..

Hope is based on not only the belief..

But the lived experience of God’s faithful presence…

That even in the midst of 

the disappointments, 
the defeats,

the disillusionments…

The mystery of God is in the Mess…

And Hope becomes easier to recognize when we learn that it rarely comes from outside us.. 

It’s Hope at work…

When a person.. despite the fear of rejection and insecurity,

Continues to search for meaningful employment..

It’s hope enfleshed when a person diagnosed with cancer refuses to give up on life.. but instead without denying what’s happening, lives life to the fullest..
It’s hope incarnate when a person carrying the wounds of a relationship gone sour chooses to become vulnerable again…

HOPE IS A LIFELINE TO THE GRACE OF GOD WITHIN..

There is a future orientation to hope…
But it has to do with vision..

Not wishful thinking…

That’s what I love about Christmas.. 

Because it points to the hidden holiness in all creation…

The gatherings.. the Singing.. The Lights.. The Gift-Giving..

Christmas and hope point to the Landscape of possibility…

And if what is possible is become a reality..

Human effort is necessary..

If Both Mary and Joseph had to say Yes…

We can expect nothing less…

But the task of a hopeful person is not to go it alone…

But in union with the abiding Mystery we call Emmanuel..

GOD WITH US..

Only those who know themselves as sons and daughters of God can incarnate themselves in the world…

A little boy wanted to meet God.

He knew it was a long trip to where God lived,
so he packed his suitcase
with a bag of potato chips
and a six-pack of root beer

and started his journey.

         When he had gone  about three blocks, 

                   he met an old woman. 
She was  sitting the park, 
just staring at some pigeons. 

             The boy sat down next to her 
                 and opened his suitcase. 

               He was about to take a drink

                     From his root beer 
    when he noticed that the old lady looked hungry, 
                  so he offered her some chips. 

      She gratefully accepted it and smiled at him. 

                       Her smile was so pretty 
                    that the boy wanted to see it again, 
                     so he offered her a  root beer. 
                       Again, she smiled at him. 
                        The boy was delighted! 

                     They sat there all afternoon 
                              eating and smiling,
                      but they never said a  word. 

                   As twilight approached, 
            the boy realized how tired he was 
                and he got up to leave; 
       but before he had gone more than a  few steps, 
                        he turned  around,
                ran back to the old woman, 
                   and  gave her a hug. 
          She gave him her biggest smile ever. 

      When the boy opened the door to his own house 
a short time later,
 his mother was surprised by the look 

 of joy on his  face. 
She asked him, 

 "What did you do today that made you so happy?" 


He replied, "I had lunch with God." 
But before his mother  could respond, he added,
 "You know what? 

                         
She's got the most beautiful smile I've ever seen!" 

 Meanwhile,
 the old  woman, 
also radiant with joy, 
returned to her home. 

                       
Her son was stunned 
by the look of peace on her face and he asked, 

                        
"Mother,what did you do today that made you so happy?" 
She replied,"I ate potato chips in the park with God." 

                     
 However, before her son responded, she added, 
"You know, he's much younger than I expected." 

  
Too often we underestimate 
the power of a touch,
 a smile, 
a kind word, 
a listening ear, 
an honest compliment, 
or the smallest act of  caring, 
all  of which have the potential to turn a life around.  
People come into our lives for a reason, a season, or a lifetime. Embrace all equally! 

Have lunch with  God........bring chips. 

