1st SUNDAY OF ADVENT – C (Nov. 28, 2021)
Have you ever considered how often we find ourselves waiting?

· waiting for the stoplight to turn green, especially when it has been red for a long time;
· waiting in a checkout line, especially when the person in front of you has a cart filled with lots of little items;
· waiting for your email and internet to open up, especially when your computer isn’t the fastest one around (like mine).
We wait for many things, and at times with not a whole lot of patience.  And what are we waiting for?  Often, to get to our next task or activity that might well involve even more waiting.
We begin today the new Church year with this first Sunday of Advent.  This is also a time of waiting; but instead of those more mundane waits at stoplights or checkouts, Advent involves a sacred waiting.  It’s a season, a time of holy waiting.  We wait and prepare, of course, to celebrate the birth of Jesus into our world.  This waiting can be a real challenge for the youngsters—they see the tree put up and the pile of presents grows through December, and they can’t wait until the big day.  When I was growing up, our family always had our big gathering on Christmas Eve.  First, we would have supper (which was always delicious), but then we had to wait..and wait…and wait to open presents until all the dishes were washed, dried, and put away. Those were the days before we had a dishwasher--it seemed to take forever!
So yes—Advent is our waiting to celebrate Christmas.  But it is also about waiting for Jesus to come again at the end of time, and that is the special focus of the first part of Advent.  The readings today certainly give us that focus.   Jeremiah echoes God’s words about the coming days when he would fulfill the promises he made to raise up a ‘just shoot’ for David—in other words, he would send the world its Savior.  St. Paul urged the Thessalonians to be ‘blameless in holiness’ at the coming of Jesus.  Paul is obviously referring to the Second Coming because he lived, preached and wrote his letters after Jesus had already risen from the dead and ascended into heaven after his first coming.  And Jesus, in words reminiscent of what we heard the last couple of weeks, told of his future coming ‘in a cloud with power and great glory.’
Are we at all conscious of the fact that Jesus will indeed come again?  Do we remember the fact that we are all on a path, a journey that moves us relentlessly forward toward a goal—not one of this world, but of eternity in our Father’s house?  In the gospel Jesus told his disciples:  “Beware that your hearts do not become drowsy from…the anxieties of daily life.”  I’m not at all suggesting that we ignore our responsibilities, our families and loved ones, our need to take a break every once in a while; we need to do all these things and for lots of very good reasons.  But this earthly life—great and priceless gift that it surely is—is not our final goal.  Rather, we await the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promises to us, and that will happen only in his kingdom.
So what do we do in the meantime; how do we wait in this lifetime for the life to come?  One thing we can say for sure:  Advent waiting is not a passive waiting where we just sit around and do nothing but notice the passage of time.  It’s much more than waiting at a stoplight or in a checkout line.  Ours is instead an active waiting—living and working and resting in the awareness that God is present and that he continues to call us to his Son.  We wait for the coming of the Lord by seeking to know his will for us and being faithful to living out that call, that particular vocation that God extends to every last one of us.
Just this past week I learned about a group of young women, religious and lay, from Thailand (in south-east Asia) who give us a powerful example of this kind of active waiting.  In 1940 a persecution of Catholics began in northern Thailand.  Agnes Phila and Lucy Khambang belonged to the Servants of the Cross and taught at a school run by their convent.  On Christmas Day the local police chief came to the convent and warned Agnes and Lucy not to talk about God again or else they would be killed.  Agnes then wrote a letter, co-signed by Lucy and others including some students.  It read in part:  “We profess that the religion of Christ is the only true religion…We are ready to give back our lives to God, who has given them to us…We are well prepared.  When we will be gone, we will remember you.”  The next day the police arrived and led the women to the local cemetery to be shot.  On the way to their deaths they sang hymns of praise.  Just before they were shot to death, Agnes told the police “You may kill us, but you cannot kill God.  One day the Church will return to Thailand and will flourish more than ever.”  Today the Catholic Church exists as a small minority in Thailand, but it is alive and well—especially in its work on behalf of the poor and refugees.  

I share the witness and the martyrdom of these brave women with you not to say that we must all follow their example to the last deadly detail.  I do so instead to give us yet another inspiring example of disciples of Jesus who knew how to wait actively for him by being true to him in this life in accord with his will for them and the vocation to which he called them.   They lived actively and joyfully their lives as Catholic Christians, but they also knew and waited with great hope and anticipation for what Jesus prepared for them.  They lived well what St. Paul affirmed in his letter to the Philippians:  “Our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we also await a savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.  He will change our lowly body to conform with his glorified body” (Phil. 3:20-21).
In our responsorial today, we prayed (sang) from Psalm 25:  “Your ways, O Lord, make known to me…guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my savior, and for you I wait all the day.”  Blessed Agnes, Blessed Lucy and companions, and all you martyrs and saints:  pray for us that we may imitate your faith-filled and joy-filled waiting for the Lord to guide and teach us in his ways and in his will for us in all things.
