4th Sunday in Advent (C) 



12/20/2015
Quoting off-the-cuff from the fourth-century bishop, theologian and saint Ambrose, the Pope Francis said recently that the theologian once reflected on the Genesis account of creation and asked why God said God’s creation of man and woman was ‘very good’ while God’s creation of other animals was only ‘good.’
Francis, continuing to quote Ambrose, says, ‘Because at the end God had someone to forgive.’   

‘It is beautiful, eh?’ he declares.  ‘God’s joy is forgiving; God’s being is mercy.  In this year, we must open our hearts so that this love, this joy of God fills us all with this mercy.’
There is a deep seated mistrust in many of us.  It manifests itself in a multitude of ways.  We have sayings such as, ‘If you want something done right, do it yourself!’  Many of us like to ‘micro-manage’, or be ‘backseat drivers’.  Comics and sitcoms utilize this tendency to help us laugh.

The Gospel writer, Luke, offers us in today’s gospel story, Mary, as an example who – at least some of the time – practices living with trust.  More specifically, she practices trusting that God will fulfill God’s promise to her.  That is, God promises her (and us) mercy, and this mercy is fully manifested in Christ Jesus.

We can assume that Mary doesn’t intellectually understand what God is doing.  She doesn’t seem to try.  She, instead, knows – somehow – that God loves her.  She knows that God is in union with her.  Both are products of knowing that ‘God’s joy is forgiving; God’s being is mercy.’   This transforms her way of life and frees her – to some degree – from the very human need to control (i.e. to act autonomously and without the need for mercy).

Fear is the child of mistrust.  It is utilized to project onto others what we don’t want to see – or can’t see – in ourselves.  Fear, then, is a tool used to control people.  Religions and governments – through the years – have looked to instill fear so that the general populace will be more malleable.  
We hear in today’s gospel story from Luke about two women who are willing to struggle with their fear and practice a willingness to trust God.  ‘Elizabeth,’ we are told, ‘filled with the Holy Spirit, cried out in a loud voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”’  The Incarnation, then, is God physically telling Mary – and through Mary, us – that it is possible to trust God.  The path for us too is our willingness to struggle with fear and mistrust so that we can also know and receive God’s mercy repeatedly.
Pope Francis, at the end of his comments on Saint Ambrose, suggested a simple prayer: ‘Lord, I am a sinner, come with your mercy.’
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