An excerpt from Fr. Collins' "Breaking the Wrd: Homletics,"
Emmanuel 114:6 (2008) 553-571

In reference to the Hebrew Scriptures, which constitute the first
reading of the Sunday liturgy, the Fathers of the Second Vatican

Counci |l proclainmed, "The Books of the Ad Testanent . . . revea
to all people the know edge of God and humans and the ways in
which God, just and nerciful, deals wth us . . . These books,

then, give expression to a lively sense of God, sound w sdom about
human life, and a wonderful treasury of prayers, and in them the
nmystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way. Christi ans
shoul d receive themw th reverence." (Dei Verbum 15).

SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT
Decenber 7, 2008

LI TURGY

2 Peter 3:8-14 describes the suddenness of the advent of the Day
of the Lord, here described as a day when the righteous will be
rewar ded.

Mark 1:1-8, the beginning of the Gospel according to Mrk,
i ntroduces John the Baptist, one of the great figures of Advent.

| sai ah 40:1-5, 9-11, the beginning of the second part of the Book
of Isaiah, the so-called Deutero-lsaiah (lsaiah 40-55), serves as
a prologue to the entire conposition. It proclains the good news,
the "glad tidings" (euangelizonenos, twice in verse 9) of the
comng of the Lord. That the opening verse speaks of confort has
often led to the Deutero-lsaiah being called the Book of the
Consol ati on of Israel, although there is nuch nore in book than
consol ati on.

The deutero-Isaiah often uses the form of a dialogue. In
today's reading, which describes a prophet's vocation, the Lord
CGod speaks to an wunnaned figure in the heavenly court. The

angelic figure is to confort Israel, now that the exile has cone
to its end. The exile is described as a "double punishnment” for
Israel's sins. The expression speaks to the severity of the
puni shnent. In the Law, those guilty of theft or breach of trust
recei ved a doubl e puni shnment (Exod 22:4, 7, 9).

The thene of the road travelled by Yahweh with his people is
reprised fromlsa 35:8-10. Unlike the road taken by Israel during
its forty-year trek through the desert, this road is one from
which God will the physical obstacles. The allusion to the exodus
nmeans that the return from exile should be interpreted as a
salvific event.

Jerusalem Zion, is to proclaimthe good news along with the

prophet. At this nonent in history, it is likely that Jerusal em
and the cities of Judah were in shanbles, the result of war and
negl ect. Not wi t hstanding the situation, the good news is to be
proclainmed: the Lord God is comng and he will rule his people

(see Isa 52:7-10, the first reading of the Mass on Christmas Day).
The i mage of the warrior bespeaks punishnent of Israel's enem es;
that of the shepherd, God's taking care of his people.



BROKEN FOR US

Good news and the road in the desert are the thenes that |ink
today's first and third readings. Commentators generally draw
attention to the fact that Mark has transposed the desert. In
| sai ah, the desert is where the road is to be build; in Mark, the
desert is where the voice (of John the Baptist) cries out.
Isaiah's reference to the desert |led the Essenes to the shores of
the Dead Sea; the comunity rule cites Isa 40:3 (1@ 8:12-14).
Many hold that John the Baptist originally belonged to the
conmmunity; hence, the early Christian application to him of the
sanme passage in the Book of |saiah.

The nessage of both readings is the good news that the Lord
is comng; he will travel with his people. He will confort them
and shepherd them How wonderfully that nessage has been
fulfilled in the Incarnation of Jesus and the mnistry of the Good
Shepherd (John 10:11-18)! He wal ked anong us as one of us; he
takes care of us as none other can do.

THE | MVACULATE CONCEPTI ON OF THE BLESSED VI RG N MARY
Decenber 8, 2008

LI TURGY

Ephesians 1:3-6, 11-12 is an excerpt from the benediction (the
berakah) found in the first chapter of the Epistle to the
Ephesi ans.

Luke 1:26-38 describes Gabriel's annunciation of the com ng of the
Messiah to Mary, a young girl fromthe town of Nazareth

Genesi s 3:9-15, 20

The first part of today's narrative features the know edge of

the tree of good and evil, whose fruit the primal couple were
forbidden to eat (Gen 2:17). Wen confronted by God—
God' s question, where are you?, is |like our "what have you been up
to?"—they pass the buck. The man passes the blane to the wonan,
ultimately passing the blane to God hinself who had given the
worman to man. The woman passes the blanme to the serpent. Neither
the man nor the woman accepts responsibility for their actions.

Adam s responds to God by tal king about his being naked. The
nakedness is part of the sexual notif of the story of the fall.
The presence of sexuality in the story is probably due to the fact
that Israelites were sonetines allured by the fertility rites
associated with the cult of sone deities, the goddess Astarte
bei ng prom nent anong them Prior to their sin, sexuality was not
sonething of which the primal couple were ashaned (cf. Gen 2:25).

Human sinful ness | eads to disordered sexuality.

The curse on the snake alludes to the aversions that humans
experience with regard to snakes. Humans try to kill snakes by
stanping on their heads while snakes attack humans by going for
their heels. Many authors in early Christian tradition, and sone
Jewi sh interpreters, considered verse 15 to be a reference to the
Messi ah's defeat of Satan, synbolized by the serpent.

The final verse has been appended to the liturgical |ection
from sonme verses later in the narrative (Gen 3:20). The
| ectionary's tour de force is intended to prepare the way for the



description of Mary as the new Eve, a favorite theme of sone of
t he Fathers of the church.

BROKEN FOR US

Today's first and third readings describe a problemand its
solution. The problem is human kind's rejecting God' s guidance.
That all of human kind is involved in this rejection is synbolized
by the primal couple, Adam and Eve, the originary representatives
of the two genders. Their rejection of God's guidance is
conpounded by their finger-pointing; neither wants to take
responsibility for their conduct.

The solution is that God takes the initiative in the task of

reconciling humanity to hinself. An unsuspecting young woman,
Mary of Nazareth, is chosen by God to be the nother of his Son, to
give him entrance into hunmanity. She said yes. The rest is

hi story, salvation history.

THI RD SUNDAY OF ADVENT
Decenber 14, 2008

LI TURGY

1 Thessal oni ans 5:16-24 contains the |ast exhortations that Paul
addresses to the Thessal oni ans before signing off his letter with
a final blessing

John 1:6-8, 18-28 is the Fourth Gospel's version of the mnistry
of "John," who is not identified as John the Baptist in the Fourth
Cospel .

I saiah 61:1-2a, 10-11 is a passage famliar to Christians. Its
openi ng verses are the text sought by Jesus in the synagogue in
Nazareth as he was about to begin his public mnistry (Luke 4:18-
19).

The full passage (lsa 61:1-11) is a poem that recalls the
Deutero-I1saian Suffering Servant canticles, especially the third
(Isa 50:4-11). The poem is spoken by the prophet who conpares
hinself to the Suffering Servant and to Zion (verses 10-11, verses
which sone interpreters think should be attributed to personified
Jerusal em .

The prophet clains to have been anointed by the Lord. The
only other anointed prophet in the Hebrew Scriptures was Elisha
anointed by his predecessor, the prophet Elijah (1 Kgs 19:16).
Cod's spirit descended upon the prophet to enable himto be God's
spokesperson, God's prophet. The Spirit is often enphasized in
post-exilic witings, of which the Third Part of Isaiah (Trito-
| sai ah, Isaiah 56-60) is one.

The prophet's nessage is one of good news (euangelisasthai)
and consol ati on, addressed especially to the peasant underclass
and ot her di sadvantaged persons in Israel. Bl enkinsopp notes that
whenever the poor are nentioned in religious hytns the context is
religious. The poor (anawin) are the righteous who seek the Lord.

At the time of Trito-lsaiah, the term had a specifically
religious connotation wthout, however, losing its basic sense of
econom c deprivation, marginalization, and exploitation (see
Joseph Bl enki nsopp, |saiah 56-66 [AB 19B. New York: Doubl eday,



2003], 224).

The prophet's announcenent is to include the proclamation of
a jubilee year and the assurance that Yahweh w Il reverse the
m sfortunes that the Israelites had been suffering. The notif of
what has been called the "eschatol ogical reversal"” continues in
the New Testanent, where it is perhaps nost evident in the
beatitudes (Matt 5:3-11; Luke 6:20-23).

Verse 10 is a hym of thanksgiving which speaks of the
prophet's investiture for his mssion and uses bridal inmagery to
hi ghlight the splendor of his robes. The two netaphors speak to
the salvation and righteousness [justice] with which the prophet
has been endowed by Cod.

A switch to an agricultural netaphor in verse 11 |eads many
commentators to think the verse is an addition to the original
poem Isaiah 61:11 portrays God as a gardener, an inmage found in
Cenesis 2 and reprised in several Deutero- and Trito-lsaian texts
(cf. 44:3-4; 60:21; 61:3). In today's reading the agricultura
i mage proclains that the prophet's words will cone to pass just as
surely as agricultural growh and the regeneration of nature take
pl ace. Both are the result of God's dynamc activity.

BROKEN FOR US

As on the First Sunday of Advent, there is no immediate
connection anong the three readings of today's liturgy, although
each in its own way contains an Advent thene.

The first reading echoes in many ways the first reading of
the Second Sunday of Advent. God will console his people. He
will bring to an end the suffering that Israel endured during the
exile. God's consolation of his people is particularly
concretized in his care for the disadvantaged, anong whom the
prophet nentions the poor, the brokenhearted, captives, and
pri soners.

The Fourth Eucharistic Prayer, which may not be used in
Advent, recalls that Jesus enbraced this vision as his mssion
(Luke 4:18-19). In this prayer, we pray, "To the poor he
procl ai red the good news of salvation, to prisoners, freedom and
to those in sorrow, joy."

As Christmas draws near, we shoul d be thinking about Christ's
m ssion, enbracing it as our own. Doi ng so should nean that we
are attentive to the mssion as we draw up our Christmas w sh and
gift lists. Qur Christmas generosity should include sone outreach
to the di sadvant aged.

FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT
Decenber 21, 2008

LI TURGY

Romans 16:25-27 is the post-Pauline finale of the Letter to the
Romans.

Luke 1:26-38 retells the story of the Annunciation to Miry, a
story proclainmed earlier this nonth on the Feast of the Immacul ate
Concepti on.



2 Sanuel 7:1-5, 8b-12, 14a, 16 is a passage in which an author,
apparently using Psalm 89, describes David's intention to build a
temple in Jerusalem David had been victorious. He had conquered
the Philistines (2 Sam 5:17-25). He was king of all Judah and
Israel. Now he wanted to build a nmonunent, a tenple to Yahweh who
had been with him throughout these years. David s was the human
pl an; CGod had ot her i deas.

Cod spoke to Nathan, a prophet who had not previously been
introduced into the narrative. He would, however, play an
inmportant role during David's reign, particularly with regard to
David's affair wth Bathseba (2 Samuel 12) and the dispute
regardi ng the succession to the throne (1 Kings 1).

Most probably Nathan was a court prophet who chal | enged David

about the king's intention to build a tenple. In this case, the
oracl e that Nathan received fromCod | ed him and David, to change
their m nds. "Should you build ne a house?" is a remnder that

David was not to build a tenple because of the wars that he had
waged (see 1 Chr 28:3). Nathan's role in this decision is a token
of a change fromthe inportance of the nonarchy to the inportance
of prophecy in the history of Israel.

Today's reading plays upon a triple neaning of the word
"house." In verses 1-2, it nmeans palace; in verse 13, tenple; in
verses 11 and 16, dynasty. In verses 8b-12, the prophet rehearses
the history of Yahweh's dealing with David, beginning with the
divine choice of a young shepherd to be king of Israel. What
Yahweh would give to his people was respite from their enem es.
David woul d be honored as a great King. But the house that he
wanted to build had to yield to the "house" that Yahweh wanted to
buil d, nanely the Davidic dynasty, sprung fromthe |oins of David.

Wthin the dynasty, Solonon, David's son will be particularly

revered (verses 14, 16). In his regard, Yawheh pronounces a
covenant-li ke utterance, "I wll be a father to him and he shal
be a son to ne." Solonon's reign will be secure and he will built

the tenple to Yahweh (verse 13, omtted fromtoday's reading).

BROKEN FOR US

As was the case on the first and third Sundays of Advent,
there is no clear connection anmong today's readings. As the
subject of a homly, the reading fromthe Second Book of Samnuel is
a remnder that God's ways are not human ways. David wanted to
build a great tenple; God wanted to build a dynasty.

Two | essons can be |earned fromthe story. First, it is nore
inmportant that CGod's will be done than that tenples be built.
Second, God's primary option was for the Davidic dynasty. Jesus
bel onged to the Davidic dynasty. According to several New
Testanment narratives, especially Mitthew 1:2-17 and 1:18-25, he
was the "son of David." To God, Jesus' presence in the world was
nore i nportant than any buil ding.

This second |lesson is particularly inportant when we consi der
the role of the church in the world. Should it be a church that
erects buildings or a church that is nore concerned with its
m ssion, the mssion of Jesus hinself?



THE NATIVITY OF THE LORD (Chri st mas)
Decenber 25, 2008

LI TURGY (Mass during the Day)

Titus 2:11-14 is one of the "epiphany" passages (epiphaneia =
"appearance") of the Pastoral Epistles.

John 1;1-18 serves as the Prol ogue to the Fourth Gospel.

|saiah 52:7-10 wll be a famliar passage to many in the
congregation who recognize it as the basis for a popular aria in
Handel 's "Messiah," "How beautiful are the feet of them that

preach the gospel of peace" or as a verse that Paul uses to
describe early Christian m ssionaries (Rom 10:15).

Today's reading is a lyrical conposition that follows a | ong
passage in which the voice of Yahweh speaks about Zion. The focus
of the poemis on the nessenger and his nessage. The reader can
al nost visualize a courier running the Judean hillsides. The
reference to the nountains evokes the idea of nature itself
waiting for the deliverance of God' s peopl e.

The author's use of poetic |icense neans that the reader nust
overlook a pair of inconsistencies in his narrative. First of
all, Jerusalemwas in ruins during the exile (see verse 9). It is
not at all likely that sentinels were posted as watchnmen on the
walls of the abandoned and ruined city. Second, not all
nmessengers are bearers of good news. Soneti mes nessengers bring
very sad news.

In today's reading, the reader is asked to focus on a
nmessenger whose alacrity indicates that the news that he bears is
good news. Twice in verse 7, the nessenger is described as one
who bears good news, a "gospeler." The Geek participle
euangel i zonenos is translated respectively by the New American
Bi ble as "himwho brings glad tidings" and "bearing good news."

The good news is that God reigns as king. H s reign brings
with it Israel's deliverance from exile and peace for Cod' s
peopl e. The manifestation of God's mght—ae mght say "the way
that God flexed his nuscles,” rather than that he bared his arm-+s
visible for the whole world to see. Conforted (see 1sa40:1-2, the
reading for the Second Sunday of Advent), the people of Jerusal em
sees the drama of their salvation unfold "before their very eyes.”

In response, the city can only break into a song of praise
and thanksgiving, a song of triunph that cel ebrates the victory of
God.

BROKEN FOR US

As has often been the case in recent weeks, there is no rea
connection anmpbng the liturgy's three readings. The first
reading's focus on the nessenger and his nessage suggests,
nonet hel ess, an inportant thene for a Christnmas homly.

What we celebrate on Christnmas is really the comng of the
Son of God anmobng us, not so nmuch the birth of a baby. Towards the
begi nning of his narrative, the evangelist Mark, which provides
the third readings for the Sunday liturgy during this B Cycle,
summarizes the mssion of Jesus by saying that Jesus cane
proclaimng the gospel, "the kingdom of God is at hand" (Mark



1:14-15). The evangelist has reprised the vocabulary of Isa 52:7,
giving us sonme guidance as to how we mght appropriately preach
about Jesus on Christmas Day.

THE HOLY FAM LY OF JESUS, MARY, AND JOSEPH
Decenber 28, 2008

LI TURGY
Al t hough Col ossi ans 3:12-21 and Sirach 3:2-7, 12-14 may be used as
the first and third readings of today's liturgy, there are

optional readings for the celebration of this feast in Cycle B.
Gven the liturgy's desire to expose the faithful to an abundance
of Scripture, it would seem that the options appointed for today
shoul d be taken, as foll ows:

Hebrews 11:8, 11-12, 17-19 which describes the faith of Abraham
and his wife, Sarah.

Luke 2:22-40 which narrates the "redenption" of the infant Jesus
and the circunstances that ensued on the occasion of the famly's
visit to Jerusal em

Cenesis 15:1-6; 21:1-3 which is a conposite reading, whose first
part describes God's prom se to Abram (verse 1), Abram s objection
(verses 2-3), and God's reassurance (verses 4-6). The hom | i st
and reader should be aware that at this point in the Genesis
narrative Abram had not yet received the nane Abraham (see Cen
17:4).

As Abramis protector, his "shield" (see Ps 28:7; 33:20), God
promses a reward to Abram  Abram protests, noting the futility
of such a promse. He had no heirs. True, Ancient Near Eastern
custom all owed himto nane a servant—n this case, Eliezer—as his
heir but this was hardly the sane as having a son to carry on
one's name and to provide proper internment and the rites of
burial. God replies to the objection by prom sing Abram nunerous
progeny who will be his very own blood |ine. Abram recogni zed
that what CGod said was true and would cone to pass. As a result,
he is considered to be in a right relationship with God.

After a hiatus of several chapters, the liturgical reading
resunes with Genesis 21:1-3. At this nonment Sarah, "Abrahanis”
wife conmes into focus. Using three nessengers, God prom sed that
Sarah would becone pregnant (Gen 18:9-15). She did becone
pregnant and bore the son for whom Abram had yearned. Al this
took place in the due course of divine providence.

The narrative concludes by observing that Abraham nmanifested
his righteousness by an act of obedience. bedient to the Lord's
command (Gen 17:19), Abraham naned his son | saac.

BROKEN FOR US

Genesis 15:6 is a text that Paul fully exploited in
devel oping the doctrine of faith and justification (see
Rom 4:3, 9; Gl 3:6; cf. James 2:23) but this should not be the
focus of a homly on the Feast of the Holy Famly.

Rather, the homly mght can focus on the vocation of every
Christian famly to be a holy famly, not necessarily a
particularly pious one but one that is attentive to and grateful



for God's providential care.
Chi | dl essness burdened Abram and Sarah for a good part of

their married life. Today's famlies called to holiness have
ot her burdens, particularly in the difficult economc times of the
past year. And there are other burdens: sick children, single

parent hood, divorce, the need to care for elderly parents, job
nmobility that leads to rootl essness, and so forth. No matter the
difficulties, all famlies are called to the kind of holiness that
trusts in God's providence.

Perhaps a note in the parish bulletin mght draw attention to
the giving of Christian nanes to children. | saac, neaning "he
| aughs,” had a name that recalled Abram and Sarah's earlier
di sbelief (Gen 17:7; 18:12, 15). Wat is the significance of the
nanes that even church-going parents give to their children? In
reference to the Hebrew Scriptures, which constitute the first
reading of the Sunday liturgy, the Fathers of the Second Vatican

Counci |l proclainmed, "The Books of the AOd Testanent . . . revea
to all people the know edge of God and humans and the ways in
which God, just and nerciful, deals with us . . . These books,

then, give expression to a lively sense of God, sound w sdom about
human life, and a wonderful treasury of prayers, and in them the
nystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way. Christians
shoul d receive themw th reverence." (Dei Verbum 15).



