St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday II B   12/10/23
Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11;  2 Peter 3:8-14;  Mark 1:1-8

My Brothers and Sisters,

I think that I can safely say that most students at Boston College do not attend Mass or any other religious service on Sundays.

For some, formal Religion no longer has any meaning.

For others, their parents left the Church long ago and never passed on their faith.

For still others, it is just plain laziness. Worshipping God is not a priority.
Sleep, study or sports come first.
Even so, the campus ministry staff of Boston College organizes 24 weekend Kairos retreats each year in an attempt to foster faith in the students.  
The word, kairos, of course, means a special moment in time.
These retreats are meant to be special moments for students to go apart for a few days, to reflect, pray, share, and simply ask questions about life, about faith, about God.

Some 40 to 50 students attend each retreat. That means that, in the course of the year, over a thousand students participate in these Kairos retreats.  And, amazingly, there is always a waiting list of another 4 thousand plus students eager to attend!
So, what is the attraction?

The young Jesuits, accompanying these students, say that these young people are yearning for something.

They are yearning for a deeper meaning to their life.

They want something more than a job, a career, success, financial security.
They are yearning for community to belong to. 
They are yearning for a spirituality that they have not found in the institutional church.

To put it simply, they are yearning for God.

Was that also true of first century Jews?

Why did so many people throng to John out there in the desert wilderness?

Were they tired of all the religious rituals to be observed and laws to be obeyed?

Did they feel put down by the scoldings of their religious leaders?

Were they fed up as they saw their money offerings go to enhance the Pharisees’ lifestyle and embellish the Temple?
To put it simply, were they, too, yearning for God?

When John appeared in the desert wilderness and washed away sins in the River Jordan, did the people come to him because this was precisely what they were looking for?  Here was a man of God, poor and simple --promising forgiveness for their sins and actually cleansing them in the free flowing water?   Here, in the desert, there was forgiveness for the past and a chance for a new beginning for the future. Here their souls were touched and their emptiness filled.
Of course, not all, who went out into the desert were yearning for God.

As we will see next Sunday, Jewish leaders also came or sent messengers to investigate John. They were not seeking forgiveness. Rather, they were checking out John for here was a competition they did not want.  Here was someone undermining their authority and control over the people.  And worse, this man was proclaiming that another, mightier than he, was coming.  Institutional religion does not take kindly to prophets. They upset so-called law and order, a law and order in which the powerful thrive and the rich grow richer.
Although Pope Francis represents the institutional Church, he has come to us more like a prophet in the style of John the Baptist.

He, too, comes in simple garb and lifestyle.

He, too, is a voice crying in the desert wilderness, “Prepare the way of the Lord.”
His message is simple but challenging: take care of our mother earth, welcome the immigrant, stop killing one another, care for the vulnerable, work for peace.

Ordinary people respond to Pope Francis as ordinary people responded to John the Baptist. Ordinary people are attracted to the Gospel of love and mercy which Pope Francis is preaching.
Not surprisingly, the powerful and the privileged feel threatened, like the Pharisees of old, and are trying to undermine his message along with undermining the vision of Vatican II and the eternal unity dream of God. They, like those Pharisees, want to preserve their power and privilege rather than see where the Spirit is leading.  
Where do we stand, this Advent?

Whether we feel at home in our Church or feel alienated, we all need to go into the desert wilderness to be renewed, --to let go of hurts, resentments, selfishness, unhealthy attachments. The daily news about bombings in Gaza, the killing of civilians, --especially children, -- the plight of migrants, --random daily violence in our cities, arrogant politics in our nation, is so overwhelming, that our minds can become numb and our hearts unfeeling.
When we feel so powerless, it is time to go into a desert wilderness to hear the God’s truth and to receive God’s heart-warming love.

By desert wilderness, I mean, sitting quietly in a room in our homes, or, walking out in nature, or finding sanctuary in a church, even just turning off social media, taking time to read the word of God, taking time to pray. Our souls need something more. Our souls need to hope that God is still at work, that Jesus can be born again into our world, that, most fundamentally, people do yearn for God and really want to be better instruments of peace and love in our world.
Advent is a kairos moment. 

Let us embrace it.

In the desert wilderness of Advent, there is a special grace waiting for each one of us and for our world. May we be open to receive it!
                                                      Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                      Brighton, Mass.  12/10/23
