 HOMILY FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT YEAR B

 

WHAT SHALL WE DO

 

Today is a laudate (Laetare) Sunday.  Laudate means rejoice.   All the readings give credence to this.  The first reading begins with the words “shout for joy, O daughter of Zion, sing joyfully O Israel” (Zeph 3:14 ).  The responsorial song confirms this command with a refrain “cry out with joy and gladness for among you is the Holy one of Israel” (Isaiah 12:6).   St. Paul invites the Philippians’ Church in the second reading to “rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice” (Phil 4:4).  The gospel tells us how to achieve this joy through the teachings of John the Baptist.

            You may wonder why the Church calls this third Sunday of Advent a ‘Rejoice Sunday’ and invites us to be happy and joyful.   Zephaniah in the first reading gives us a reason for this namely: “the Lord is in your midst”.   This is substantiated by the Psalmist who said: “great in your midst is the holy one of Israel”.  For St. Paul in the second reading, the Church calls for joy and jubilation because “The Lord is near”.  Summarily, what the readings seem to imply is: salvation has come, and as such happy days are here again.

            A little historical background can help us understand more about this sense of joy that should characterize God’s people.  As it were, the Biblical Jews had a record of exile and sufferings in which they were tortured and ridiculed for 48 years by the Babylonians.  When finally a help came from King Syrus, it was all joy and jubilation.  The Jews knew and believed that their liberation was achieved by God.  This joy of liberation is what the prophet Zephaniah used to describe the salvation that is yet to come, which will be ushered in by the Messiah.  This was accomplished when Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  Is it any wonder why the angels sang with jubilation and said: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to men of goodwill?”

            Like the Jews we have a cause to rejoice because we are not that different from them.  In our own situation the savior is already in our midst not only through his first coming but also through his constant coming.  Advent is our annual preparation to bring about happy days again; the year of God’s favor (Luke 4:17).  To achieve these happy days with joy the Jews asked John the Baptist after listening to him: “What then shall we do?” (Luke 3:10,12,14).  In his answer the Baptist said: “Whoever has two coats must share with any one who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise (verse 11).  To the tax collectors he answered: “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you (verse 13).  And to the soldiers he answered: “Do no extort money from any one threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages” (verse 14).  John’s message was very powerful that it provoked the people to begin to ask what it is they should do to be saved.  
John the Baptist’s voice still heralds the coming of God’s Kingdom amongst us.  His call for repentance and conversion remains just as valid today as back then.   Everything depends upon what each and every individual does in his or her own personal life.  Salvation will not be assured and society will not be changed, unless each individual recognizes the absolute necessity for personal conversion and change.  This change comes from experiencing in the heart of the believer the fullness of God’s salvation in His son Jesus Christ in every dimension of the believer’s personality socially, morally, spiritually, economically and politically.  When this happens the believer becomes a person who loves to share, rather than a person who loves to accumulate the good things of life.   In sum, John the Baptist is asking us today to share with people in need of clothing and food and shelter; secondly to care about the people we serve, those we live with, work with, pray and play with; and thirdly to dare to do what is right and just.  

            What this means is that as God’s children who are already saved and continue to be saved, we have become the tools God uses to make his salvation available to humanity.   He is not telling us to do something that is impossible.  To bring about this salvation to humanity, God in his son Jesus parceled himself into Mary to be a gift for all.   As recipients of this great Gift and other gifts of God, we are to be gifts to others – to share and exchange food, cards, money, clothing, visits, forgiveness, consolations, etc.  This is the heart of Christmas, and it is important because gifts evoke joy in those who give and those who receive.

