St. Mary of the Angels     Sunday Advent I A     22/27/22
Isaiah 12:1-5;  Romans 13:11-14;  Matthew 24:37-44

My Brothers and Sisters,

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. Our theme: “Prepare the Way of the Lord.”
A new liturgical year begins, a liturgical year which features the Gospel of Matthew – a gospel known especially for Jesus’ teaching and for community encouragement in times of struggle. Let us listen to Jesus’ teaching; let us support one another as this church community.

This Advent is the shortest Advent that we can have – exactly four weeks.
So, we have only four weeks to prepare for Christ’s coming again at Christmas, -- each week marked by a candle on this Advent wreath.  
And each candle has a meaning.

Our first candle, which we lit this morning, stands for hope.

The second stands for faith.

The third – Gaudete Sunday – stands for joy.

The fourth, for peace.

And Christmas Day is love.
Hope – Faith – Joy – Peace -- Love

It would be a beautiful practice, this Advent, to let the virtue of each week be our focus and guide for the week.  And might it help to light a candle (with or without a wreath, whether a real candle or an electric one) each evening as a reminder of the virtue we seek to strengthen?

So, we begin this week with the candle of hope.

It is in the spirit of hope that we will gather next Saturday for a town hall meeting to look at the hopes and dreams of this SMA community.

For hope looks to the future.  Hope calls us forward.

“Hope” according to the Catholic Catechism, “is the power by which we desire the Kingdom of Heaven as our happiness, placing our trust in Christ’s promises, and relying not on our own strength, but on the grace of the Spirit.”

   Desire for the Kingdom of Heaven as our happiness.

   Placing our trust in Christ’s promises.

   Relying on the grace of the Spirit.

We must remember that, in Scripture, hope is always a verb, never a noun, always active, never static.
Hope is an ongoing dynamic process and keeps us alive in our inner self.

Are we ready to begin this Advent week of hope?
Today, both St. Paul and Jesus begin by stirring us to life.

St. Paul says, “It is the hour now for you to awake from sleep.”

Jesus speaks more bluntly: “Stay awake!”
First, we need to wake up! – to open our “inner God eyes” – to want to see as God sees.
Then, the prophet Isaiah and the Psalmist urge us to get moving.

Isaiah says, “Come, let us climb the Lord’s mountain.”  And again,

“Come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.”

And the Psalmist responds: “I rejoiced when I heard them say, ‘we will go up to the House of the Lord.”

As we listen, we hear, with Isaiah, urgency and excitement, -- with the Psalmist, joy and energy.

This is what hope looks like – the eagerness to go forward to meet our God who keeps coming toward us.  That is what Advent means., a coming towards. God coming to us even as we keep going towards God.
Hope is the Spirit of God moving our hearts to trust God in all things.

As spiritual writer, Cynthia Bourgeault writes, “Hope is the current that flows through [us], carrying us towards the future.” And she adds, “as we let ourselves yield and go with it, it will open us toward the authentic unfolding of our being.”
“Authentic unfolding of our being.” 
Hope is not false optimism. Hope does not expect the evils of our world to go away. Hope looks through and beyond evil to see love and goodness and know that, fundamentally, God is always at work, and, ultimately, God will bring about the fullness of peace and love.
Hope energizes us to bring acts of love and kindness into all the brokenness that we see around us.

This week, let us be messengers of hope, encouraging those who are stressed out or struggling, those who are discouraged or burdened.  How can we be a helping hand or the voice of encouragement?   The least we can do is pray to the Holy Spirit to strengthen this precious gift within us.

British playwright, George Bernard Shaw, long ago, wrote, “Life is no brief candle to me. It’s a sort of splendid torch which I’ve got to hold up for the moment and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to future generations.”  Isn’t that our desire too?
This week, may we carry a bright torch of hope, not just for ourselves, our families, our community, but for our entire suffering and bleeding world.

                                                                     Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                     Brighton, Mass.  11/27/22

