St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday OT 3A  1/22/23
Isaiah 8:23-9:3;   I Corinthians 1:10-13, 17;  Matthew 4:12-23

My Brothers and Sisters,

A week ago, we celebrated the Baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist.  
At that moment the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus and anointed him for his mission of bringing about the reign of God.

As you know, immediately after that baptism, the same Spirit led Jesus into the desert for forty days of testing.  
The test was: would Jesus fully embrace his humanity in his mission or would he use divine power to force the reign of God on others 
                             and protect himself from suffering.  
Jesus rejected the temptations and fully embraced his humanity as God’s humble and vulnerable way of fulfilling his mission. 
Then, it seems, he returned to his home in Nazareth – at least for a short while.
But then as we hear in today’s Gospel, upon learning of John’s imprisonment, Jesus now knows the time has come.  
His destiny is unfolding. 
He leaves Nazareth, a small town of only 400 people, and heads to Capernaum in Galilee, a city about four times bigger.  But, more importantly, Jesus is heading straight into Herod’s territory.  
And as He goes, we see Him teaching, preaching, healing, calling disciples, and proclaiming the new reign of God.  
Obviously, there is bound to be big trouble ahead. Jesus, by his very presence, his actions, and his mission of proclaiming a reign of justice, mercy and peace, must – must -- come in conflict with the empire, both civil and religious.  
And so it happened.

Jesus, having fully embraced his humanity, was tortured, crucified and killed.

Did you notice that, in what I just said, I used the word “embrace” three times? I used the word purposefully -- and I think you know why.

Boston, too, is a pretty small city – less than 50 square miles with less than 700,000 people – a quarter of whom are students who come and go.  But, it was here in 1952 that two students Martin Luther King, Jr. and Coretta Scott met and the embrace began.  
Two lives became interwoven in strengthening one another for the painful journey of liberation.  
Then there was that famous embrace in 1964 when Dr. King won the Nobel Peace Prize.  
And, it was just a year later in March of 1965, that Dr. King led his famous 4 day march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. Montgomery is another small city -- only about a third the size of Boston. But, it was the place of destiny. Some 25,000 people followed him.  
Only a month later, Dr. King returned to Boston to lead another march of some 22,000 from Roxbury to the Boston Common, to the place now known as The Freedom Plaza. 
Such marches, whether in Montgomery in the south or in Boston in the north, threatened a deeply prejudiced white community.  

It is not surprising that three years later, Dr. King was assassinated.

As you are well aware, a week ago Friday, a huge 22 foot high bronze sculpture was unveiled at the Freedom Plaza.  Fittingly, it is called “The Embrace.”  
The embrace may be modelled on the embrace when Martin and Coretta learned of Martin’s Nobel Peace Prize, but it commemorates their earlier embrace of new found love, and symbolizes Martin’s dream 
     of black and white children holding hands,                                         
     his dream that all black and white would embrace each other, 
     and his even bigger dream that all the world would embrace in peace.
I have not seen the sculpture but hope to do so soon.  
I want to see it from all sides.  
I want to stand beneath it and look up to the sky.  
I want to watch people contemplate it and touch it and be moved by what was, 
    to what is, 
    and to what yet might be if we all embrace in love, 
                                                           acknowledge our sin, 
                                                           express our need for forgiveness – 
and work together for harmony and peace among all peoples.

Today, we stand halfway between Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. National Day and Black History Month.

And today, we stand somewhere between Jesus of Nazareth and the full reign of God at the end of time.
There is a temptation just to look back to Dr. King and Coretta Scott, to their love and courage, and be grateful for what has been achieved because of them.  
There is also a temptation to be discouraged by recent events and lament the need to have to shout out, once again, “Black Lives DO Matter.”  
But, it is for us to embrace what they embraced in love and courage and, with our own commitment and effort, to carry on the dream and pass it on to those who come after us.

So too, there is a temptation to look back at Jesus of Nazareth and be filled with gratitude for his willingness to die for us that we might be free and have life, the fullness of life.  
There is also a temptation to be discouraged by overpowering worldliness, terrible violence, the threat of nuclear war, incredible greed, divisions in country and Church, a lack of faith in God, the absence of a faith-filled community for support – even here at SMA. 

But, it is for us to more fully embrace God’s word, embrace the Gospel values Jesus lived and taught and died for, and renew our commitment to following Jesus more closely in discipleship.

People may complain that the sculpture is not beautiful.  But then, the cross is not beautiful either.  But, both show arms embracing and both remind us and inspire us to look back in gratitude  and to look forward in hope and with renewed zeal.  
Most importantly, both the cross and the “embrace” express and symbolize love, 
   the love given to us, 
   the love we do have, 
   the love we want to give one another, 
      and the love we want to pass on to our children and to our children’s children forever. Amen.
                                                               Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                               Brighton, Mass.  1/22/23  
