PAGE  
1

Oil & Wine First Sunday of Advent  Year C   29 November 2009

• Jer 33;14-16  • Ps 25 (24):4-5, 8-10, 14  • 1 Thess 3:12–4:2  • Luke 21:25-28, 34-36

Advent is a season of contradictions, and therefore challenges. We enter into this ‘new year’ of the church just as the civil year is coming to a close; we wonder if the church has lost its memory of the birth of a child because it seems to put us into a time warp where we are as far away from Christmas as possible, moving against a vast horizon of the end of the world and humanity and cosmic signs that will herald the Second Coming of the Son of Man, not his first. 

When we gather at Eucharist today we will probably have the blessing of the first candle on our parish Advent Wreath: a small, flickering flame that seems so insignificant a symbol of hope against the background of world events and even our own lives. For most of us we are at the end of our working year, in the midst of exhausting shopping and end-of year parties, and perhaps we can be rather sceptical about the promises of God that the candle lighting symbolises. Our awareness of God’s presence in our lives can so easily flicker in and out of our busy routines and the demands of finishing so many things before Christmas holidays. Yet today’s gospel is about just that: the bringing to conclusion of the history of humanity and the cosmos so that the reigning presence of God may be everything to everyone. The end is where we start from, Luke reminds us, because just as at the first Genesis creation God worked a new cosmic ordering, a liberation from the chaos of nothingness, so will Christ at the his Second Coming liberate humanity and all creation so that it is free to be born as the new heaven and the new earth. This is such a huge, far off hope that it might seem almost unbelievable and irrelevant. 

And yet many of our contemporary hopes are long-range hopes – or fears. Medical research speaks about positive advances in terms of decades ahead. In the present discussion about climate change that is affecting the future of our planet, and especially as the Copenhagen Conference draws near, scientists and politicians are talking in terms of future millennia, and our necessary and present responsibilities if we are to heal and save our earth. We may argue about the ‘how’ of such healing but (with few exceptions), we accept it as valid and globally significant discussion that must lead to action. Yet when it comes to the Second Coming of Christ (parousia  or ‘appearance’), as Christians we may we be loathe to be dragged away from the comparatively safe and familiar shores of the present or the past into the unchartered end of human and cosmic history. We probably prefer the cosy domesticity of a child wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger to the Christ “coming in a cloud with power and great majesty.” But it is against this large and future horizon that the church wants us to begin Advent. Just as a woman’s labour pains are the sign that the end of her pregnancy is near, so today’s gospel proclaims that will there be painful cosmic and human signs of the approaching birth of the new heaven and new earth but, as with human birth, pain and distress will lead to great joy. This will be the time for lifting up our heads with confidence to the Son of Man who will come to deliver all creation from its pregnancy.  Because this is an unexperienced, ‘not yet’ event, even Jesus, in his humanity, cannot speak of it except in dramatic images that we sometimes describe as ‘apocalyptic’ or a ‘revelation’ (Greek apokalypsis).  Because such a revelation is usually to give encouragement to believers to continue steadfast to God in the midst of suffering and distress, such descriptions are also  referred to sometimes as ‘the literature of the oppressed.’
The two great words in this gospel are “liberation” and “confidence.” In the midst of the ‘now’ of personal suffering, international tensions, opportunist politics, and natural disasters, the word of God urges us to have hope. The problems may be different in some historical circumstances, but what might be the special contemporary Advent alertness that we are called to by Jesus? For example, can we be joyful, measured in our gift buying, and resistant to imprisonment in frantic consumerism? Can we enjoy the companionship of workmates and the celebration of another year of life together without our own unhappy version of what Luke puts rather baldly as “dissipation and drunkenness” that springs a trap on respect for one another?

Thomas Merton once described Advent as the season that is meant to be the beginning of the end of all in us that is not Christ, in readiness for his Second Coming. One advent of Christ that will come to us all, not at the end of human and cosmic history but at the end of our own personal history, is our biological death. As Pierre Teilhard de Chardin describes it, this is the moment when we need great confidence that death is privileged moment:

When the signs of age begin to mark my body (or still more when they touch my mind); when the ill that is to diminish me or carry me off strikes from without or is born within me; when the painful moment comes in which I suddenly awake to the fact that I am ill or growing old; and above all at that last moment when I feel that I am losing hold of myself and am absolutely passive within in the hands of the great unknown forces that have formed me; in those dark moments, O God, grant that I may understand that it is you (provided only my faith is strong enough) who are painfully parting the fibres of my being in order to penetrate to the very marrow of my substance and bear me away within. yourself.


The feast of Christmas, for which Advent is a preparation, challenges us to try and to hope everything for Christ, and to continue to search passionately to discover what the Incarnation still expects of the world’s and each person’s potential. 

On a Venezuelan dump on the banks of Lake Maracaibo, Raphael Vargas lived and painted. Around him the water was polluted with oil, the air was suffocating, the so-called streets were muddy garbage tracks. There were no flowers, no brightly plumaged birds, no shimmering fish, no luxuriant vegetation – except in one place: on Raphael’s canvasses – where people, animals, trees and flowers lived joyfully and vigorously together! Raphael hardly knew how to read or write, and he barely sustained himself and his family with some work as a carpenter. He rarely sold any of his paintings because none of the people had any money to buy them, but he could display them outside his home, a hut made from bits and pieces collected from the garbage heaps, and he was always ready to give one away to who anyone who admired it. He explained that he obviously didn’t paint what he saw around him but what, as a Christian, he believed will one day be the reality of peace and justice and beauty – even though he left the ‘how’ of it to God. More than two-and-a-half millennia earlier, Jeremiah the prophet is urged by the consoling and sustaining Spirit of God to paint his hopes in prophetic words and images. Shut up in King Zedekiah’s prison, Jeremiah’s heart is not imprisoned in his own personal suffering. For the sake of sustaining his people’s hopes, Jeremiah dreams forward to the future, proclaiming that one day a Just One will push through the garbage of failed kingship and corrupt religion and politics to be a new Branch that flowers from the stock of David. In his person this virtuous Branch will ensure the continuance of the ‘bloodline of the Spirit’ and the messianic family tree. When this day comes, justice and integrity will flourish on earth and, as witness and symbol of this, Jerusalem – the city of conflicts and destruction, and also the corporate symbol of God’s people – will be newly founded and renamed as “the– Lord-our-righteousness.” Such dreams of the new life that comes out of suffering and death are still dreamt on places like Raphael’s garbage dump, in persecuted Christian communities, by the terminally ill, and by all those who cling to hope despite what might seem hopeless situations. But now we have the assurance that these hard dreams can be realized because of the new life that has sprung from the Branch of David’s stock but whose name Jeremiah never knew: Jesus Christ. In the flow of Luke’s gospel, Jesus will go from the Temple teaching we have heard in today’s gospel straight to the beginning of his passion where crucified, dead and buried he will reshape the rubble of our lives through his risen glory.

In the antiphon that we pray as the response to Ps 25 (24), the metaphor of lifting up one’s soul to God portrays prayer as an act in which a person holds out their conscious identity, their whole life, to our God of steadfast love and kindness. This is the God who keeps the tightrope of our lives stretched taut between the between ‘now’ the ‘not yet,’ as this First Sunday of Advent reminds us. Neither shortsighted pragmatism nor impractical futurism will enable us to keep our balance. Jesus calls us to stand erect and hold our heads high in hope. To look down is fatal for tightrope walkers. This is the idea behind the image of the ‘fiddler on the Roof’: as we play the melody of our lives, we must keep our balance between heaven and earth on the dangerous pitch of our human existence.

Paul writes to his fledgling church at Thessalonica to urge them to make themselves ready for the realisation of the great dream of the Second Coming of Jesus, an event that was originally expected in the very near future after the resurrection. It is love, says Paul, that will make the church ready for this coming. This love should not only be for those who are near and dear to us, as Paul was to the Thessalonicans. Paul has no hesitation in challenging his little community to have a huge and generous love that embraces “the whole human race.” This is the love that we too must have: a love that learns to transcend all personal, religious and cultural boundaries, and so is a reflection of God’s own generous and universal love that will be revealed to us in all its glory in Christ at the end of time.

In the ritual for the reception of a candidate into the community (RB 58), Benedict describes how, after the newly professed has placed his/her vows upon the altar and sung or spoken the Suscipe (“Uphold me, Lord, according to your promise, that I may live, and let me not be put to shame in my hope”: Ps 119:116), he or she then turns and prostrates before every members of the community with whom he/she will tangle her life in the years to come. The hopes of the newly professed lie both in God and in the very human women and men with whom he/she will accept the challenges of the life just professed. God is always faithful to us but, as Paul writes to the Thessalonians, it is also our faithful love for one another that binds a community together – no matter what our lifestyle. To hope in and commit ourselves to such love is not to adopt an attitude of false optimism or to wear a mask of pseudo-cheerfulness. Hope in our sisters and brothers is always humble and frequently disappointed – but it should be always strong 

Benedict also encourages us “To look death daily in the eye” (RB 4.47). This is one of the Tools of Good Works by which we shape our lives into the pattern of citizens of the heavenly Jerusalem. Benedict does not want us to be obsessed by death but to regard it kindly as a companion in life with whom we will enter into a share in Christ’s kingdom (cf. RB Prol 50). For each of us, our death will be a personal parousia, an event of reunion with Christ and all those members of the human race who are (perhaps surprisingly to us!) citizens of the kingdom. 
