3rd Sunday in Advent (C) 



12/13/2015
Wanda Williams committed suicide.  She was 18 years old.  She did it on New Year’s Day.  She left this note: ‘Nothing happened last year to make life worthwhile.  A year ago I made a sort of bargain with God or fate.  I agreed that if something didn’t happen last year to make life worth living and make me somebody then I would quit.  That wasn’t asking too much but I didn’t get it.’
Nothing that the Baptist says to those looking for advice regarding how they are to live is extraordinary.  Nothing that he says causes great excitement.  Nothing would be considered something that would bring meaning to our lives.  Nothing would make life worthwhile.

He says to the general public, ‘Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none.  And whoever has food should do likewise.’  When tax collectors ask a similar question, he responds, ‘Stop collecting more than what is prescribed.’  Soldiers ask a like question, and John tells them, ‘Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, and be satisfied with your wages.’  Yet, besides the fact that they are insignificant, they also are the things that give us the most trouble.
The good news is that it is here, when we experience that those things that we have been using to sustain us begin to fail us, that we have an opportunity to know mercy.  Mercy comes in all shapes and sizes, but the most merciful reality that we can receive is our knowing that we are not who we or others want us to be.  John the Baptist, in our gospel story from Luke – somehow – comes to this stark reality and clearly declares to the gathered crowd: ‘I am baptizing you with water, but one mightier than I is coming.  I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals.’
When we are caught up in the illusion that we should be able to sustain ourselves (like – sadly – Wanda is), mercy is unknown or is a nuisance.  It has no sustainable meaning.  It can even anger us… especially when we hear that others – who we think deserve punishment – are also recipients of God’s mercy.  Mercy ‘levels the playing field’.  There are none who deserve more, and none who deserve less.  All are equal and are sustained by God.

This doesn’t sit well with many of us.  We are more accepting of a hierarchy in which winners rewarded (given greater status), and losers are punished (given less status).  A recent commercial serves as an example: a father is compelled to change the label on a trophy that his receives from participant to champion.  (I am not anti-competition.  It has its place, but it can take us just so far.)
Whenever we lose touch with who God sees, we also stop knowing mercy.  So, Jesus tells all who will listen, ‘I have come not for the righteous (winners), but for sinners (losers).’  We all live in the illusion – to one degree or another – that we are autonomous (winners or losers).  This is sin, and the root of all of our individual sins.  Our tendency to see in this way will never completely change in this life… which can be a good thing because it allows us to continually rejoice (as Saint Paul says) in our need for God’s mercy.
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