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Third Sunday of Advent, December 11, 2011  (Dominican Republic Collection)
Each year in preparation for Christmas, the Advent liturgies cover several themes in sequence: End time (1st Sunday), John the Baptizer (2nd and 3rd Sundays) and Mary (4th Sunday).  The deeper spirit of Advent occurs, as a matter of fact, whenever we are desperate for some sort of freedom from tight places (i.e., “salvation”), realize that we simply can’t do it ourselves, but live in complete confidence that God will take the steps needed to save us!  That convergence could happen any time, but if it doesn’t happen in December, it won’t be Advent for us!  We help others to that same Advent experience.
 
This year on the Third Sunday of Advent a special second collection is being taken in all our parishes for the work of our Archdiocesan Mission Parish of La Sagrada Familia in the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana (Dominican Republic).  The following day (12/12) is the Feast of our Lady of Guadalupe, Patroness of the Americas.
The Readings for December 10/11, 2011:

Isaiah 61:1-2a, 10-11

1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

John 1:6-8, 19-28
* ISAIAH 61 –The historical context of this passage from Isaiah is the situation in Judea (538 BC) when the people of Israel returned from Exile in Babylon, only to find a population in desperate need of freedom, vision and a fresh start in the new “year of favor” announced by the prophet.  The people were blind and held captive in many ways, bound by ignorance, fear, lack of resources and personal sin. Such people exist everywhere and in every time.  In this Fifth Servant Song, a mysterious figure acknowledges the gift of the God’s Spirit for service to those same individuals, blind, captive and oppressed by their circumstances of life.   The person is anointed for leadership in building a new nation.  In the appearance of that new leader the People of God experienced the presence of their God.  This is a favorite reading for the celebration of Confirmation throughout the year. We are called by the Spirit to partnership with God.
* PAUL TO THE THESSALONIANS – Having just encouraged the leadership at Thessalonica to “admonish the idle, cheer the faint-hearted, support the weak and be patient with all … always to seek what is good for each other and all” (vv.14f), the liturgical text then begins with Paul’s command, “Rejoice always” (v.16)!  Paul can say this because the work is founded in the Will of God, nourished by ancient prophecies and energized by the Holy Spirit!  We can also rejoice on this Gaudete Sunday because God’s Spirit is the beginning of everything.   God is the source of all power, energy, and unity!   This type of hope-filled inspired service to the needy, because of God’s Presence in our world, is another way of describing the essence of Advent.  God comes in the currents of history and in the generous actions of his human partners!
* WITNESS OF JOHN THE BAPTIST – Apparently John had initially presumed that the “One to Come” would arrive as a mighty judge with hewing axe in hand (Matthew 4:10) and winnowing fan to sort out the chaff (v.12), but Jesus insisted that his mission was otherwise!  To the disciples of John, therefore, Jesus had pointed to the fact that the “blind see, lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the poor have the Gospel preached to them” (Matthew 11:4f).   This also is Advent.
* JESUS - John’s Gospel was composed many decades after the public ministry of Jesus, possibly presenting John the Baptizer at the end of his career and viewed through the lenses of the full paschal mystery.   From the very beginning, however, we are told that John refused any erroneous personal identification with the Christ!    He simply claimed to be the voice of preparation in the desert for One whose sandals he was unworthy to loosen! The “voice in the wilderness” is a phrase borrowed from Second Isaiah (40:3), placed on the lips of a servant sent by God to lead Israel out of Exile back home.  It was a voice preparing Israel to be a people of justice, mercy and peace again.   John had to learn to let God be God, to let God come into our frail world … when God chose and how God chose!   Each of us, and indeed the whole Church, becomes such a voice during Advent.
Later John proclaimed Jesus as the Lamb of God, the Paschal Lamb of sacrifice for Israel’s freedom (v.29).  The witness of John the Baptizer pointed to a gentle Jesus, victorious over the beasts of the great empires. It is John’s Jesus we share at communion!
* December 11/12 - Against the background of these readings, and rooted in them again this year, we look at the world around us.

· Advent – This is the time of the year when we are invited to become instruments of God and partners with Jesus in helping all people everywhere to become whole again through freedom from blindness and captivity (ourselves & D.R. included).

· The Spirit – The Advent Spirit of God is upon all of us: upon Jesus as a fulfillment of the Servant to care for those in need, upon Mary to bring forth the Infant for the salvation of the world, and upon the Church to bring forth a renewed people in Christ with strength, hope and generosity … and upon the D.R.

· Universality – Running through the readings selected for the entire season of Advent we find repeated references to the larger scope of God’s salvation, not for Israel alone, but for all people everywhere!  National boundaries are surpassed and limits are breached.  Anyone who might be blind or held captive becomes the target for God’s saving and liberating power.   We are encouraged to think beyond our small circle, and to consider mission to the larger world (D.R.).   That inspires the extraordinary spirit of generosity which marks the Christmas season!
· The “’Anawim” - This term refers to the poor and lowly who have come to realize with profound spiritual maturity their utter dependence on God alone .  They are proposed as especially beloved by God and as examples for all of us!  The people of the mission in the Dominican Republic certainly quality!
· La Virgen de Guadalupe - Monday’s Feast of the Patroness of the Americas reminds us of Juan Diego, the quintessential symbol of the ‘anawim, poor and without pretense, utterly dependent upon God, faithfully obedient to La Madre.

· La Sagrada Familia (D.R.) – The people who are members of our mission Parish in the D.R. live as modern members of the ‘anawim: 30,000 people living in 22 villages and towns in the most arid and undeveloped part of the country with 30% of the children not in school and 30% of the adults illiterate, with a family income about $60.00 per month, many without potable water, electricity or health care.   They are modern privileged recipients of God’s Advent concern!    
- Richard J. Sklba
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