Ctime502

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

Or Miss Julia Kelly, Deputy Editor

Credo for 16th December 2001  Third Sunday of Advent

Fr Francis Marsden


Eight of the junior school children with their mothers came up to me after Saturday evening Mass. “They have a question for you, Father,” said one of the mums. “What do the Advent candles on the Advent wreath signify?”


I never knew they signified anything, apart from First Sunday of Advent, Second Sunday, Third Sunday (the rose-coloured one), and Fourth Sunday. One of the children said perhaps they meant love, joy, peace and hope. That sounded like symbolism added after the wreath had been devised, but I wasn’t going to pour cold water on the children’s enthusiasm.


“I’ll try to find out,” I promised. Across in the presbytery, I found my small Anglican book: “Promise of His Glory,” which contains extra ceremonies and rites for Advent and Christmas – Jesse trees, Christingles and so on – the sort of book our liturgists could valuably provide, if they were to cease campaigning for intrusive inclusive language and mutilating translations from the Latin. 


There are various interpretations of the meaning of the Advent candles, I read, but the most suitable appears to be that they signify those who prepared the way for Christ:  

1. The Patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David etc 

2. The Prophets – Isaiah, Malachi, Amos . . .whom we read especially during Advent. 

3. John the Baptist, preparing the way of the Lord. 

4. Mary, Virgin Mother of the Saviour. 

5. The fifth, white candle in the middle, lit on Christmas day, is unambiguously Christ Himself

So I too learnt something from the children’s question. After all, it isn’t how much you carry round in your head that is important, but knowing exactly where to find the information you require.: 

This Sunday we light the rose-coloured candle for Gaudete Sunday. “Rejoice in the Lord, always, and again I say rejoice.” Rose-coloured vestments vary the Advent purple. Our first reading is from Isaiah, about the blossoming of the desert when the Lord comes to save his people.

“Then will the eyes of the blind be opened, the ears of the deaf be cleared; 6 Then will the lame leap like a stag, then the tongue of the dumb will sing.” (Is 35:6)
A fortnight ago we had Josie’s funeral. Josie had turned 80, but she would still come to every service that was going in church, at least when she was well, and so long as she didn’t get the days mixed up. Her husband Fred died four years ago, proud possessor of a Bene Merenti medal for all his work for the parish. 

Josie was profoundly deaf. She had two hearing aids she was supposed to wear, but she only ever wore one, and she would get her old batteries mixed up with the new ones, and put them back in again. Every parish priest is familiar with the whistling of hearing aids wrongly adjusted.

Once when we had to repair the loop system we asked Josie to test out the new settings. The only difficulty was that when we asked her: “Can you hear that now, Josie?” – not through the loop but normally, she couldn’t hear us because she still had her hearing aid switched to T. So she would guess at the question or answer “Yes, very nice,” when she didn’t know what we were asking. But in the end she was happy with it, and she would always let me know when it wasn’t working properly, or when someone had accidentally switched it off.

The Lord came for her unexpectedly. She died suddenly, from a heart attack brought on by a fit of asthma. One of our first thoughts was: now Josie can hear again. One wonders what she will hear. The angelic choruses, perhaps, singing “Praise to the holiest in the height”, as in Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius, filtering through from heaven into purgatory, like the neighbours’ music from next door? Or voices and instruments we have never dreamt of, in notes and frequencies far beyond our earthly perception? At least, no more need for the TV blasting away at 110 dB, audible half way down the street.

Josie was called from a rainy, overcast day in Chorley, to the light of the celestial meadows. She was taken from the restrictions of old age, arthritis and forgetfulness, to the land where all shall be young and beautiful once more, with the wisdom of age. She has passed from the limits of life centred on her faithful circle of family and friends, our Church, the Co-op, shopping trips to Bolton, occasional rides out into the country – to the unlimited life in the presence of God. And lest we canonise anyone too hastily, in the vision of the mystics, even the purgatory of good souls with its radiant light, its beautiful meadows and flowers, is far more appealing than Lancashire on dull damp December days when it is dark by mid-afternoon.

“They will come to Zion shouting for joy, everlasting joy on their faces: joy and gladness will go with them, and sorrow and lament be ended.” (Is. 35:10)

St John the Baptist, the Forerunner, is however the key figure in today’s Gospel, set probably in the year 28 AD. John is languishing in a dungeon in the fortress of Machaerus, overlooking the Dead Sea. The summer heat is stifling. He is tormented by the sand-flies and the rats, but most of all by his narrow cell, he who loved so dearly the vast horizons of the desert.

John’s captor is Herod, the deranged King of Judea. John had correctly and publicly accused the king of seducing his brother's wife and walking out on his own spouse. The king was not amused and threw him into this maximum security jail

For several years prior to imprisonment, John's divine vocation had compelled him to announce the imminent arrival of the Messiah - the one for whom the Jews had longed for centuries. He has lived in the era of hoping, waiting and watching.  He knows well the poems of promise in the prophets. 

John was convinced too that he had met this Messiah in Jesus of Nazareth, his kinsman. To his amazement, he had even baptized Him. But, for reasons to the Baptizer cannot understand, Jesus has never openly declared Himself the Messiah. Until He does, many Jews believe, there can be no coup d'etat to have Him crowned as monarch and usher in the prophesied millennium of bliss.

Moreover, to tell the truth, John had been expecting the Messiah to be more direct, strict, and actually violent: one who would carry a “winnowing fan” to clear the “threshing floor” of Israel, a Messiah coming in judgement.

In contrast, when Jesus began teaching, He declared blessings upon the poor and the merciful. The beatitudes, His inaugural address, set forth the nature of the kingdom of heaven that He came to announce. 

John in his prison cell is becoming confused. He is beginning to wonder if Jesus really is “the One who was to come, or are we to wait for another?”

 
He sends messengers to find out whether Jesus knows Himself to be the One, the Messiah. Jesus answers them: “Go back and tell John what you hear and see: the blind see again, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, the Good News is proclaimed to the poor: and happy is the man who does not lose faith in me.”

Thus the prophecies of Isaiah are fulfilled in Jesus. Implicitly He admits to being the Messiah expected by Israel. His compassionate miracles reveal the Good News from God, preached especially to the poor and needy. He has come to save, rather than to condemn. 

However, his Messiahship will differ from the Jewish expectations, for His Kingdom is not of this world. 

Advent teaches us how God prepared the way for the coming of His Son, the Messiah. When God sends His Word to the world, He makes many announcements beforehand, to alert careless humanity to the “One who is to come.” 

Christ’s coming was prophesied for centuries beforehand. Why then, in contrast, was there not a single prophecy before the coming of Mohammed, Joseph Smith, Charles Taze Russell, or even Martin Luther? That is a challenging question we can put to the Muslims, the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. How careless of the Almighty, not to pre-announce these self-proclaimed prophets! But if they were not from God at all, the prior lack of prophecy is perfectly explained. It is an important apologetic point.
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