3rd Sunday of Advent (C)
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My home in Johnston was typical of the time-period of the 1950s.  Our society was still enjoying the sense of destiny that came with the conclusion of WWII.  The conflict in Korea tarnished the afterglow somewhat, but the economic boom offset any negative feelings about ourselves.  Law and order, clarity and precision, and cause and effect helped us to feel safe and secure.
We could expect that each day would unfold in an orderly fashion.  My Mom, for example, celebrated each day of the week with a particular meal.  The ads might be declaring that Wednesday was Prince Spaghetti day, but in our household, she served elbow-macaroni on Tuesday.  The order that we followed narrowed our perspective but also gave us a sense of consistency and firm footing.  We knew what to expect and when to expect it.
This was also true of the church.  Like our society, our church was authority based.  Those in authority dictated almost everything.  In this way, things got done efficiently.  Questions were unnecessary and discouraged.  The Sunday sermons and the catechism told us what to think and how to live.  They clearly were cause and effect: if we sinned then we were going to hell; if we were moral then we were going to heaven.  Being moral, of course, meant that we were obedient to church laws.

Everything was understandable and outside of us.  The only fly in the ointment was that my Dad did not follow church laws.  He – until later – did not go to Sunday Mass, he cursed profusely, and had no use for priests.  He was respectful of laws but usually felt that laws did not apply to him.  The question lingered… Did this mean he was going to hell?
The movement surrounding John the Baptist – that we find in our Gospel story from Luke – engages people but can take them only so far.  The way of life promoted by the Baptist is similar to the way of life that I knew as a child.  It helps solidify people.  It gives them a sense of direction.  Life is clear.  As we hear in today’s Gospel story from Luke, the teaching instructs people to act justly and to be obedient to authority.  The difficulty happens when life presents us with ‘a fly in the ointment.’  The Baptist way of life prevents us from growing beyond a narrow perspective without exceptions.

Acting justly and being obedient are important but they are not the complete story.  Jesus instructs us to love as God loves.  Love and justice are inseparable. Our ego-self likes the Baptist approach because most often it is clear.  (These are the rules. We must follow them.)  Love is less clear.  Love is relational, and relationships are often messy.

Love elicits an awareness that an absolute exists within and beyond us, and this absolute is infinite, which draws us into mystery.  When we settle for something less than infinite (including the institutional church), we are relying on something that is finite.  Only an absolute that is infinite, can sustain us.  Everything else might stroke our ego-self but it dies when we die.

Love then, tells us that God creates us good, not bad, and elicits an openness that only happens with maturity.  Maybe this is why Jesus says that John the Baptist is the greatest person born of woman (human) but the least in the Kingdom of God (divine), because the Baptist experiences human and divine as separate and incompatible.
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