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First Sunday in Advent 

Is 63:16b-17,19b; 64:2b-7 
I Cor 1:3-9, Mk 13:33-37 
 
The final few Sundays in Ordinary Time and the first few Sundays in Advent 

constitute what we might call the “apocalyptic season of turning” in our church 
calendar.  Traditionally the gospel readings speak of the end of the “old order” 
and the coming of a new world anticipated in Christ.    This is appropriate not 
only as a transition into a new liturgical year and lectionary cycle, but also as a 
reminder that “in Christ there is a new creation; the old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come!” (II Cor 5:17).   

The call to “stay awake” concludes Mark’s “Little Apocalypse,” and represents 
the last of Jesus’ parables in Mark.  Though we do not know when history will 
finally be liberated from the grip of the Powers (13:32f), we have been told how: 
by the “coming of the Human One” (13:26f).  In Mark this “advent” refers to the 
nonviolent power of the Cross that alone can transform the world (see Mk 8:34-
9:1; 15:25-38).  The question is whether we will have “eyes to see” this power—
thus the refrain in this sermon to “watch out” (13:5,9,23,33), reiterated here as 
a call to “shake off sleep” (13:33). 

These exhortations will be heard again in Gethsemene -- the moment in 
which Jesus does (and his disciples do not) choose the way of the cross (14:32-
41).  There Jesus shows us that while all things are possible for God, the first 
concern of prayer is not to remedy personal distress but to seek the One whose 
will is the healing of our broken history (14:36).  In the parable of the watchers, 
then, the world has become Gethsemene.  We all are exhorted to stay awake 
through the dark night of history (13:37), watching for possibilities of genuine 
transformation.   

For the church, history is long and hard and lonely.  We have been placed in 
service of this "house for all peoples" (13:34; see 11:17), ordered to keep vigil at 
the door—yet it often feels as if the architect has gone away and left us to our 
own devices.  We don't have answers for all the world's questions, and we don't 
know when there will be an end to the suffering.  This invitation to “insomniac 
theology” is strange and difficult, especially for activists.  Yet if our world is 
hostage to the repetition-compulsion of violence and oppression we call history, 
then it makes sense to look beyond that history, strenuously searching for 
hope in unlikely places—at the margins and among the poor.  Such as in a 
Bethlehem feed trough. 
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Second Sunday in Advent 

Is 40:1-5, 9-11 
2 Pet 3:8-14 
Mk 1:1-8 
 
“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ…” (Mk 1:1)  The title of Mark's 

story employs two terms that would have been familiar to his first-century 
audience.  Gospel was a term associated with Roman propaganda.  News of a 
military victory on the far-flung frontiers of the Pax Romana, or of the accession 
of a new emperor, were trumpeted as "glad tidings" throughout the empire.  In 
contrast, Mark offers decidedly non-imperial "good news" about Jesus of 
Nazareth, a Jewish "messiah."  By using such rhetoric Mark was engaging the 
struggle for hearts and minds throughout the Mediterranean world.   

The echo of Genesis 1:1 suggests a renewal of the great Story of God's 
creative activity in the world.  This is further emphasized in 1:2, as the "Way" 
calls to mind the Exodus journey of liberation (see Ex 23:20).  In Mark's story 
this Way will become synonymous with discipleship.  The “messenger” also 
alludes to Malachi's warning of God's imminent advent, bringing judgment on 
oppressors (Mal 3:1).   However, this messenger appears not in the Temple, but 
in the wilderness (Mk 1:3, citing Is 40:3)—which is exactly where John the 
Baptist show up (1:4).  

John's costume is symbolic, invoking the memory of the great prophet 
Elijah.  Elijah's story lacked "closure," since he disappeared into heaven at the 
Jordan (see 2 Kg 2:6-14)—and here is John-as-Elijah at the Jordan!  Moreover, 
Malachi promised that God would send Elijah "before the great and terrible day 
of the Lord" to turn the people around (Mal 4:5f).  And here is John exhorting 
the people to "repent" -- which means "turn around"!   

In 1:5 Mark reports that "all of Judea and Jerusalem" came out to John in 
the wilderness. According to the national myth, Jerusalem was center of the 
world to which all nations would someday come to submit (see Psalm 102:12-
22; Is 18:7).  But Mark reverses these directions: salvation is being regenerated 
not at the center of society, but at its margins.  This too is why the people must 
turn around. 

Mark’s prologue portrays a geography of marginality that invites us to swim 
“against the tide” of history.    This is “good news” to those of us who struggle 
against great odds for peace, for an end to injustice and for the healing of 
peoples and of creation.  The Powers, the media and even the church may 
ignore us, but we stand in an ancient tradition of hope.  The people of God 
began their journey in the Exodus wilderness, and it is there that the Way is 
renewed in each epoch.    
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Third Sunday in Advent 

Is 61:1-2a, 10-11 
1 Thess 5:16-24 
Jn 1:6-8, 19-28 
 

The reading from the Hebrew Bible today is the famous prophetic 
commission that heralds “good news to the oppressed” and proclaims “the year 
of the Lord’s favor.”  Of all the possibilities in his scriptures, it is this text that 
Jesus of Nazareth chose to define and inaugurate his mission, according to 
Luke’s gospel (Lk 4:18-19).  While its meaning has often been spiritualized by 
our churches, Isaiah (and Jesus) clearly understood the “acceptable year” in 
terms of the ancient vision of Jubilee (Lev 25). 

The Jubilee was a communal discipline designed to teach the people about 
their dependence upon the land and upon the "divine economy of grace."  
Because the earth belongs to God and its fruits are "free," the people should 
justly distribute those fruits instead of seeking to own and hoard them.  This 
“sabbath’s sabbath” (7X7 years) was intended as Israel's hedge against the 
inevitable tendency of human societies to concentrate power and wealth in the 
hands of the few.  In agrarian societies such as biblical Israel (or parts of the 
Third World today), the cycle of poverty began when a family had to sell off its 
land in order to service a debt, and reached its conclusion when landless 
peasants could only sell their labor, becoming bond-slaves.  The Jubilee aimed 
to dismantle such inequality, redistributing the wealth by:  

• releasing community members from debt (Lev 25:35-42; Dt 
15:1-11);  

• returning forfeited land to original owners (Lev 25:13,25-28); 

• freeing slaves (Lev 25:47-55; Dt 15:12-18);  
The rationale for this radical restructuring of the community's wealth was to 
remind Israel that the land belongs to God (Lev 25:23) and that they must 
never return to a system of slavery (25:42).   

Only real economic redistribution represents good news to real poor people.  
In the spirit of Jubilee, let us consider the following witnesses: 

•    debt:  on the eve of the Millennium, can we join our energies with 
the international movement for forgiveness of Third World debt 
burden that is crushing the poor? 

•    return of land:  as we read our Christmas story of a homeless 
couple, can we redouble our efforts to eradicate homelessness in our 
local area? 

•    liberation from captivity: can we take concrete steps to free 
ourselves from the annual consumer frenzy of Christmas (40 % of all 
good retailed annually are sold during the four weeks between 
Thanksgiving Day and December 25)? 

Only by recovering a gospel that is truly good news for the poor can we, like 
John the Baptist, prepare the way for the Coming One (Jn 1:23). 
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Fourth Sunday in Advent 

2 Sam 7:1-5, 8b-12, 14a, 16 
Rom 16:25-27 
Lk 1:26-38 
 

Today’s gospel is the angel’s annunciation to Mary, a scene so often 
reproduced by religious art, liturgy and piety that it is perhaps too familiar to 
Catholics.  What might we learn by viewing it through the lens of the 
(seemingly oddly paired) Hebrew Bible reading?  This part of II Samuel narrates 
the fate of the Ark, the traditional mobile shrine of Exodus that symbolized 
God's journey with the people, distinct from the Canaanite deities who tended 
to be associated with specific places/institutions.  

 
In II Sam 6 King David has brought the Ark to Jerusalem, the key final 

piece in his consolidation of power in Israel.  Interestingly, the narrative posits 
a rather strained relationship between David and the Ark.  At first David is 
fearful of its power, and refuses to be steward of such a dangerous force (II 
Sam 6:6-10).  But when he observes that the Ark brings blessing to the house 
of Obededom, he covets it (vv 11f).  Does David want the Ark only insofar as it 
serves his ends?  

 
Once he has “captured” the Ark, however, David begins to feel 

uncomfortable that he lives in a nice house while the shrine dwells in a tent 
(7:1f; see 5:11).   Key to this story is the semantic interplay between clan 
"houses" and the "house" of God.  The houses of Eli, Samuel and Saul have 
risen and fallen in I-II Samuel according to their fidelity to God.  Now there is 
trouble in David's household, since his wife Michal resents him bringing the 
Ark to the south; her alienation scuttles the possibility of bringing the "houses" 
of Saul and David together in peace (6:20f; see 9:1).  And David will take his 
first fall by invading the "house" of Uriah and Bathsheba (II Sam 11). 

 
Nathan, who will later unmask David's murderous adultery (II Sam 12), 

here delivers an oracle from God that is decidedly ambiguous (7:4ff).  The first 
part of the message repudiates David's pretensions to build God a house (7:5-
7).  The second part, however, switches to classic covenant language (vv 8f), 
affirming that because Israel is now "planted" in a place, God will also "make 
for you a house" (vv 10f).  But it is God's construction project, not David's.   
The third part of the oracle (vv 12-16) announces that it will be David's 
offspring, not David, who will "build a house for my name" (v 13).  

"Unless YHWH builds the house, in vain do its builders toil over it" (Ps 
127:1).   This is an enduring warning to all who aspire to grand projects—
whether Presidents or peace activists!  Its radical wisdom echoes through that 
familiar Anunciation story: God prepares to rebuild the house of David (Lk 
1:32f)  by taking up residence in the womb of the homeless woman Mary.   
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Christmas Day 

Mt 1:1-25 
 

As tempting as it may be, we ought not skip over those boring “begats” that 
form the prologue to Matthew’s Christmas story.  For this “family tree,” despite 
rarely getting airtime in holiday pageantry,  has a few surprises—and a lot to 
say about how God works in human history.   

In most traditional societies persons derive their identity from their clan—in 
stark contrast to the rampant individualism of modern urban culture.  Thus 
Matthew’s genealogical roll call would have been the normal way to introduce 
and commend Jesus to his Jewish audience.  But it is the way in which 
Matthew departs from what should have been a strictly patriarchal line that 
invites our attention.  Five women, inclusive of Mary, appear in the list!  Even 
more disturbing to tradition is the fact that these are women of “dubious” 
character! 

There is Tamar (1:13), who posed as a prostitute in order to trick Judah into 
fulfilling his obligations according to Levirate marriage (Genesis 38).  There is 
Rahab (1:5), a Canaanite brothel owner who saved Joshua and his spies by 
hiding them and then lying to royal security forces (Joshua 2).  There is Ruth 
(1:5), a Moabite who tried to seduce Boaz to gain entry to his clan (Ruth 3). And 
there is the “wife of Uriah” (1:6, Bathsheeba), the object of King David’s 
adultery and attempted cover-up (2 Samuel 11). 

Matthew seems to be associating Mary, the peasant-girl mother of Jesus 
(1:16), with other women of  “unusual” sexual circumstances.  The first scene 
of his nativity story explains why.  Marriage was arranged between families in 
first century Jewish culture.  A “contract of consent” was drawn up when the 
girl was about 13; she continued to live at home for up to a year until she was 
“transferred” to her husband’s house.  It is during this period of “betrothal” 
that Mary is found to be pregnant (1:18). 

Jewish law required that adultery be punished by death (Deut 22:20f).  
Joseph, however, chooses compassion and plans to divorce without pressing 
charges (1:19).  He is instructed in a dream to become the legal father of the 
child, since to publicly name Jesus functions as an acknowledgment of 
paternity (1:21-25).  Joseph has “covered” for the Holy Spirit. 

In light of this apparent village “scandal,” Matthew’s twists to the genealogy 
suggest that whatever believers may affirm about the virgin birth, the 
appearance of Jesus’ illegitimacy remains.  Thus he places Mary in an 
extraordinary line of women who, despite (or perhaps because of) “questionable 
circumstances,” have played key roles in salvation history.  He reminds us of 
the central truth of incarnational theology: God’s redemptive purpose works in 
and through real human situations, in all their ambiguity.   
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Feast of the Holy Family 

Lk 2:22-40 
 
Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus opens and closes with Temple vignettes 

about elderly couples who are waiting patiently for God’s intervention in their 
tired history: Zechariah and Elizabeth (Lk 1:5-25) and Simeon and Anna (Lk 
2:25-38).  In the latter story, which is today’s gospel, the infant Jesus is 
“presented” in the sanctuary.  This begins the fulfillment of Malachi’s ominous 
portent that “the Lord will suddenly visit the Temple” to judge those who 
oppress the poor (Mal 3:1).  While the scene here is tranquil, it is interesting 
that the holy family makes a purity offering of  two doves (Lk 2:24), the 
minimum cultic commodity used by the poor who could not afford better.  For 
according to Mark, it is specifically the “dove sellers” who felt Jesus’ wrath 
years later in the Temple cleansing episode (Mk 11:15)!   

When Simeon sees the Child he recognizes the long-promised messianic 
“consolation of Israel” (Lk 2:25, see Is 40:1), and breaks into song.  This is the 
third of the great canticles around which Luke composes his Advent narrative: 
Mary’s “Magnificat” (Lk 1:46-55);  Zechariah’s “Benedictus” (Lk 1:68-79); and 
Simeon’s “Nunc Dimittis” (Lk 2:29-32; the liturgical titles are derived from the 
opening words of each canticle in Latin).  Our tradition of singing carols during 
Christmas is rooted in Luke’s “hymnbook.”  But if we paid attention to what 
these little tunes are heralding, would we really dare sing along? 

All three canticles anticipate social upheavel and the liberation of oppressed 
Israel, most evident in Mary’s revolutionary chant about the Lord who “has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly (Lk 1:52).  
When Zechariah (Lk 1:79) and Simeon (Lk 2:29) sing of “peace,” therefor,  it is 
not the peace of the “Pax Romana,” under which Jewish Palestine suffered 
military occupation, but the subversive peace mission of a marginalized 
Messiah.  The birth of this “Savior and Lord” (Lk 2:11) is accompanied by an 
angelic host chanting “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace” (Lk 
2:14).  But Luke’s language here—despite its persistence today as a favorite 
Christmas card greeting—could not have been more political, for in his world 
these terms were applied exclusively to Caesar Augustus!  No wonder Luke 
concludes his Advent story with Simeon’s  “reality check”:  this non-imperial 
gospel will be opposed by many, and will have a cost (Lk 2:34-35)! 

The last word in Luke’s Christmas story belongs to a woman, the prophet 
Anna (2:36-38).  This is hardly accidental.  For throughout this narrative, 
women’s voices have been prominent, particularly those of Elizabeth to Mary 
(Lk 1).  On this feast of the Holy Family, let us struggle to listen to all whose 
voices have been silenced, particularly women—for such inclusion is the true 
“family value”! 
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Epiphany 

Is 60:1-6 
Eph 3:2-3a, 5-6 
Mt 2:1-12 
 
Matthew’s Christmas story is a helpful corrective to manic holiday self-

gratification.  It speaks only of ambiguity, political violence, displacement and 
danger—which is to say it portrays real life as it is for the poor, then and now.   

Matthew’s account of Herod is inspired by two older tales from the Hebrew 
Bible.  The first we find in Numbers 22 -23, where the Canaanite king Balak 
summons Balaam “from the east” (Num 23:7) to curse Israel (22:6), only to be 
betrayed when the prophet instead pronounces blessing (23:8ff).  In Matthew, 
Herod is double-crossed by eastern astrologers that he had employed to find 
Jesus, ostensibly that he  might “bless” the child-king. 

At issue in this scene is true political legitimacy.  The astrologers are 
seeking a star, a cosmic symbol traditionally used in antiquity to signal the 
birth of a great leader.  Herod, the half-Jew despot serving Rome’s interests in 
colonial Palestine, is rightfully disturbed that these foreigners have named the 
child “King of the Jews”—for that is his own title (Mt 2:1-2)!  The rivalry 
deepens when his assembled advisers remind Herod of the prophetic oracle 
that the true “ruler” of the people will come from the margins (2:4-6). 

Herod understands this as a challenge to his hegemony, but, typical of the 
powerful, cloaks his sinister plans in pious pretense (2:8).  The astrologers, 
however, are not fooled.  Finding the child they give him gifts befitting true 
political authority, then betray Herod by slipping out of the country (2:12).  The 
holy family will soon follow suit, fleeing the wrath of Herod to Egypt.  So does 
the Savior of the world begin life as a political refugee.   

Actions of holy obedience are sometimes also risky acts of political 
disobedience, calling to mind the second “background” story from the Hebrew 
Bible.  Exodus 1-2 narrates the birth of Moses, whose life is similarly 
threatened by a paranoid potentate, and similarly saved by an “underground 
railroad.”  The parallels are uncanny.  The challenge of an infant unleashes a 
policy of infanticide—in the name of “national security” (Ex 1:16-20 = Mt 2:16-
18).   Royal attempts to work through accomplices fail because the Hebrew 
midwives in Exodus and the astrologers in Matthew are prepared to deceive 
their superiors to protect the innocent.   

We never hear again of these anonymous heroes.  Yet can two more 
consequential acts of conscience be found anywhere in history?  Sadly, this 
only further enrages the mighty, and an absurd mismatch ensues: kings 
against kids!  Yet such is the paradox of biblical history.  As imperial minds 
plot genocide, God’s messengers enter the world at risk: floating down the Nile 
in a reed basket (Ex 2:3), spirited out of the country on back roads (Mt 2:14).  
Against the presence of Power is pitted the power of Presence.  God with us. 


