The Presbytery, Abbeydorney.  (066 7135146)
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1st Sunday of Advent, 1st December 2013
Dear Parishioner,

                           Are you one of those people who have a great ability to recall this time last year, two years ago and so on?  I know that I don’t have that ability and I try to accept that remembering is not my strong point.  I wondered what I might have written in the ‘Dear Parishioner’ page of this personal newsletter at the start of Advent last year.  When I checked, I found that I had taken a few things out of the Church calendar and I gave an explanation of the Advent Wreath.  I feel it might be worth putting that before you again.

Placing 5 candles – 3 purple, one violet and the 5th white – on green fronds, in churches and homes, is very common in Advent.  The wreath with the progressive lighting of its candles, Sunday after Sunday until the Solemnity of Christmas, is a recollection of the various stages of salvation history prior to Christ’s coming and symbol of the prophetic light gradually illuminating the long night prior to the rising of the Sun on Justice.
During the past week, Pope Francis published a lengthy document with the title in English – ‘The Joy of the Gospel.’  You can read a little more about it in this newsletter.  This week’s Irish Catholic newspaper gave the greater part of its front page to short passages from the document, framing a photograph of Pope Francis himself, with the large headline

‘I dream of a Church transformed.’

Among the quotations given are the following:

“The Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak.”

“God never tires of forgiving us; we are the ones who tire of seeking his mercy.”

“Wherever there is life, fervour and a desire to bring Christ to others, genuine vocations will arise.”

“Unfettered capitalism is a ‘new tyranny’”

“Excessive centralisation complicates the Church’s life and her missionary outreach.”

“Church doors should always be open: if someone comes looking for God, he or she will not find a closed door.”

“Confessional must not be a torture chamber but an encounter with the Lord’s Mercy.”                                                      

(Fr. Denis O’Mahony)
The trouble with waiting

Waiting is not a natural gift that I possess.  As a priest, starting Mass on time; a teacher, class on time; a psychoanalyst, session on time.  My hard drive is set on being on time.  I have been shaped and therefore, when waiting occurs, as inevitably it has to, I feel like reaching for my blood pressure tablets.  My late Uncle Frank, my mother’s brother, used to visit us at home in Rathfarnham, Dublin, when we were growing up.  He would begin by telling us, ‘you will never guess who I met in town.’  Then he began relating the journey, the weather, the prices of things, the shoes he sought, the shopkeeper’s lineage, until my mother would ask, ‘Frank, who did you meet?’  His waiting to get to the point drew us all into the story.  Waiting at the dentist, the headmaster’s office, the clinic, for the paper to arrive as you sit the exam, all bring their tension.  Handling tension stretches, as an athlete knows, the muscle, our spiritual muscle.  In our present day ‘immediate’ is the demand, we want it yesterday and now.  We are losing the tension of waiting and its benefit.  Gratification, speed, target achievement, product, these are buzz words of consumerism, which we sometimes buy into.  We lose waiting.  We lose being drawn into God’s story of Kairos.  Gardeners know the waiting game, that product is not all, and getting to the point is not the story, and Advent introduces us to waiting. 

As a visitor to Holy Hill, Screen in Sligo, I understand waiting, as I sit in the hermitage and….Wait, wait upon the Lord.  ‘I waited on the Lord, and he stooped down to me.’ ‘all creation waits with eager longing.’  Scripture tells the story of waiting, ‘Mary pondered all these things in her heart.  Teaching young Holy Communion children last year, during Mass, the meaning of the colour of vestments, red for the Holy Spirit and martyrdom, white for innocence, green for ordinary time, purple for Lent and Advent. I learned about childhood recall and sharpness.  At the following Sunday Mass I asked, if anybody could remember the reasons for the vestment colours.  One boy went slowly through each and hesitated on green.  After a pause, waiting, as he searched his recall, he announced to us all, parents and congregation ‘green is for when there is no thing going on.’  He was right; it was as if there was no thing, but all things perhaps, is happening.  I love that Scripture line, ‘while you are awake, while you are asleep, my father goes on working.’

Namely, the prayers we make, in union with the Father, are working themselves out not in our time, but in God’s time.  Waiting can be the tension between our time, our demand for product, getting to the point, and ‘God’s time, ‘in the fullness of time’.  My mother, when she was making some nice apple tarts, would be asked by us, her children, ‘Mom 
when will it be ready?’ and her reply was, ‘when it’s time.’  When I was 

young, my father would take me hiking in the Dublin Mountains, and as I got tired, I would ask him, ‘dad, when do we get to the top?’  His answer: ‘soon.’  Going there, instead of getting there, like in the poem ‘The journey of the Magi’ where the journey is depending on the waiting to get there, or in Beckett’s ‘Waiting for Godot’ the waiting is the play, pure and simple, not whether someone is coming or not.  Advent is about waiting, it reminds us of Kairos, we are not in charge of time, but the heavenly Father who watches over us.  It is a reminder to us of the existence of the ‘not yet’, a reminder in our time.
God’s time is Kairos, and waiting its inbreaking, is the tapestry of that particular cloak of waiting.  Waiting stretches the knitting to make it hold.  Waiting and the Advent readings teach us, that although we know the story, there is a depth within it which we can only know by waiting.  So that Advent and the awaiting it evokes, with all the tensions, is drawing us in, inwards, into what Gerard Manley Hopkins refers to  as ‘Inscape’.  Into an Other place, where waiting is about being.  Saint Augustine attempted to describe what might happen in heaven, and this was his reflection ‘there we shall sit and we shall rest, we shall rest and we shall see, we shall see and we shall love.’  In other words, we will wait and we will hang out together – Just doing nothing.  As a caption I once saw said, ‘Don’t just do something, stand there.’

In the Eurozone, there is a strategy for farmers called ‘set aside’, whereby grants are given to let the land lie, remain fallow.  The Bible tells us that farmers, every seven years, let land lie and so waited, so it could rejuvenate.  Sunday, a rest day, until recently, is a waiting, and Blessed John Paul II, a philosopher pope, once wrote, being is more important than doing.  Saint Ignatius of Loyola proposed, in the spiritual exercises, that to improve our spiritual lives, we needed to train, in waiting, and a method to help was, that if we allotted a half hour to silent prayer and found it difficult we should add another few minutes, and, conversely, if we found that half hour beginning to be rich, we should stop earlier.  That way we stretched, through waiting, our desire.  Desire is a spring within us of transcendence.  Perhaps a better word is ‘await’ the Lord, in the now, by stopping at the side of the road.  And perhaps the best understanding of prayer, for me, is ‘a-waiting.’  In our spiritual life, we can together, aim for a triple A rating: Advent-Awaiting-Awareness.  Waiting is the envelope of gestation.  Happy Advent, enjoy the wait.  Find someone to hang out with.  (Fr. Bernard Kennedy in Intercom Magazine, December 2013/January 2014) 

The Deep End * Where are you going?

‘To you, my God, I lift my soul’ – these are the very first words we hear this Advent, in the Entrance Antiphon of today’s Mass.  The word Advent comes from the Latin ‘adventus’, meaning ‘coming’.  There is a sense of movement and anticipation.  The tradition of the Advent calendar is one way to bring this movement to life.  The Lord is coming.  We are moving towards Christmas.  We are lifting our souls towards God and we are moving always towards the end times and the ‘Second Coming, as Jesus himself reminds us in today’s Gospel.

                                                  A couple of questions we could reflect on today: Why do we need this ‘lead-in’ time to Christmas? What are my hopes and goals for Advent?  Where do I want to be in my faith journey, come Christmas Day?  American baseball legend, Yogi Berra, once said, ‘If you don’t know where you are going, you might wind up in someplace else.’  If we decide we want to get somewhere, we have to take steps to get there – for example, when we decide on a particular career path we have to undertake the right training and experience.  Perhaps this Advent, we would like to spend more time in prayer, to be more patient, or to get involved in our local community.  What is the point of Advent, if we don’t end up somewhere different from where we started?  There is a sense of anticipation in today’s readings.  St. Paul tells us ‘the night is almost over, it will be daylight soon.’  We need to get moving. 
(Triona Doherty in Intercom Magazine,  Dec. 2013/Jan. 2014)

Pope Francis publishes Evangelii Gaudium – The Joy of the Gospel.

“The joy of the Gospel fills the hearts and lives of all who encounter Jesus” is the opening line of ‘The Joy of the Gospel’, the first Apostolic Exhortation from Pope Francis.  In it, Pope Francis invites the reader to ‘recover the original freshness of the Gospel’, ‘finding new avenues’ and ‘new paths of creativity’.  The exhortation is divided into five chapters dedicated to the Church’s missionary transformation, the crisis of communal commitment, the proclamation of the Gospel, the social dimension of evangelisation, and spirit-filled evangelisers.

Presenting the document on 26th November, Archbishop Fisichella, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting New Evangelisation, said, “If we were to sum up Pope Francis’s ‘The Joy of the Gospel’ in a few words, we could say that it is an Apostolic Exhortation written around the theme of Christian joy in order that the Church may rediscover the original source of evangelisation in the contemporary world.  Pope Francis offers this document to the Church as a map and guide to her pastoral mission in the near future.”  

