1st Sunday of Advent (C)
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A woman answers her front door and finds two well-dressed people.  They have been going door to door offering the message of their church.  She is not happy to see them.  She tells them clearly that she does not want to hear their message and slams the door.  To her surprise, however, the door does not close.  Almost magically, the door bounces back open.  She tries again, really putting her back into it and slams the door again with the same amazing result - the door bounces back open.

Convinced that one of the young religious zealots is sticking a foot in the door, she rears back to give it a third slam.  One of the visitors stops her and politely says, ‘Ma'am, before you do that again, you really should move your cat.’

Love and justice are married.  Separated, love becomes sentimental and justice becomes cold and impersonal.  The prophet, Jeremiah acknowledges the need for the two working together.  We call it the need for the common good.


Our Advent journey parallels our journey with God.  Our journey begins with us demanding justice for crimes and sins committed and ends with us finding mercy.  Advent begins with us viewing ourselves, others, and the world through our eyes and ends with us viewing ourselves, others, and the world through God’s eyes.  The radically different view – as in the Dickens’ classic, A Christmas Carol – can warm the coldest heart.

We begin with a narrow focus based on what we want and end hearing concern for the harm that we cause ourselves, and others.  Gloom and doom are never very far away and end with a promise fulfilled.  The change happens when we hear a word of kindness and we regain sight of what lasts instead of relying on what ends.  What lasts sustains us.  What ends is enticing but cannot sustain us.

One bitterly cold night in 1935, Mayor LaGuardia visits a night court that serves the poorest ward in New York City, dismisses the judge for the evening and takes over the bench himself.  After he hears a few cases, a tattered old woman is brought before him, accused of stealing a loaf of bread.


She tells the mayor that her daughter's husband deserted her, her daughter is sick and her grandchildren are starving.  The storekeeper who is pressing charges against her says, ‘My store is in a very bad neighborhood, your honor.  She's got to be punished in order to teach other people a lesson.’
The mayor sighs.  He turns to the old woman and says, ‘I've got to find you guilty.  The law makes no exception, ten dollars or ten days in jail.’
Even as he speaks, however, LaGuardia reaches into his pocket and pulls out ten dollars.  ‘Here is the woman's fine,’ he says, ‘and furthermore, I'm going to fine everyone in this court room fifty cents for living in a city where a person has to steal bread so that her grandchildren can eat.  Mr. Bailiff, collect the fines and give them to the defendant.’
  Those in the courtroom that night, the story continues, give their mayor a standing ovation as they hand over their money – including the man who brought the charges against the woman.  

Love and justice are married.  God acknowledges justice and offers mercy.  ‘If we desire to know God, we must be willing to be taken to a place that we do not know’ writes Saint John of the Cross. When we demand justice, our hearts become drowsy.  Merciful love keeps our hearts awake and serves the common good.
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