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2nd Sunday of Advent 2020 

 

The customs of Advent have changed somewhat over the decades.  When I was a little 

boy, Advent was seen more as a time of fasting and penance in preparation for Christmas.   

Fasting is a remarkable activity when you look at the purpose of it.  Fasting will make us 

hungry, yes.  But it is in the feeling of hunger that we need to ask “  what are we 

hungering for food,” for money, fame, acceptance, freedom, presents?” Or are we 

hungering for a closer relationship with God?   

Our readings this weekend gives us much to ponder.  In the first reading it is one of being 

set free.  The Israelites were  in bondage in Babylon for almost 70 years.  But in this 

reading, we hear they are being set free and heading back to their homeland, Judah.  

From our ministry program with the men’s prisons in Somers, CT that when they get  a 

chance for parole it is such a momentous time.  But it also a time filled with questions, 

and perhaps some anxiety. What awaits them when they are released?  Will they be 

successful and find someone to hire them?  How will their families receive them?  So it 

was  for the Israelites who left Babylon, it was a time filled with hope and one fill with 

lots of questions.  They were unsure what they would find after so long a time way.  And 

yet as Isiah strives mightily to encourage them that God will prepare road for them.  He 

will make the way clear for  where they need to go.  . And so, with that faith in their 

hearts they head back trusting  in this promise.  How many times are we faced with a  

personal journey whose ending is not clear as to what we will find.  

In the second reading, from Second Peter.  The writer of this letter  assures the young 

Christian community that Jesus  is coming back, that his second coming is a reality.  He 

needs to assure them because other Christians in the community  are saying that Jesus  

will not return and worse yet to put any hope in that reality is stupid.  The writer of 

second Peter assures the community that God’s time and actions are not  the same as 

ours.  A few years ago I heard a wonderful saying that I remember and ponder on to this 

day.  It relates to how God does things and what is God’s time. It went “God may not be 

on time, but God is never late.”   

In the gospel, we have John calling the crowds of people to a conversion from their 

present status. And it is placed before us this weekend to look at the ways in which we 

need to experience conversion. The Greeks had a word for this type of conversion and it 

was called  “metanoia ”which means to change one’s  heart.  And  as such it invites us to 

consider in what in what ways do we need to change things within our hearts. Maybe we 

need to reach out to certain family members with whom we haven't talked in a long time. 
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It may mean to be generous in giving to charities when we would love to keep the money 

and spend it on ourselves. Maybe it means getting help for our addiction when we would 

rather continue in its destructive wake.  It may mean stopping at the light when  there is 

someone begging for food money and giving them money, instead of judging  about what 

they're going to do with money.  Maybe it means reflecting on what's happened this year 

specially in the months of the pandemic and asking ourselves what have we learned from  

has this experience.  How has it  changed us?  Or when it is finally over will we go back 

to the way things were before it began? Or will there be a “new normal” for us.   Are we 

more conscious of others because of our own periods of isolation from friends and 

family?   Has the time that we've been given improved our understanding of the physical 

world about us in terms of appreciating things like the simple coming of the seasons, 

spring, summer, fall.  Or is our mind so filled with other thoughts, that there is no time  to 

realize these things.   We want to be happy again.    But our minds are filled with so 

many thoughts, we don’t which path to follow or whether any path can lead us to 

happiness.   

A story which has been passed down for many generations, in the Zen tradition of the 
Far East speaks about this search for happiness and meaning and  what it requires. 
It is a story about a professor who went to visit the great Zen master.  And he said to the 
monk,  “Master, “teach me what I need to know to have a happy life. I have studied the 
Sacred Scriptures, I have visited the greatest teachers in the land, but I have not found 
the answer.  Please teach me the way.”  
At this point the master served tea to his guest.  He poured his visitor's cup full and 
then kept on pouring and pouring so that the tea began to run over the rim of the cup and 
across the table, and still he poured, until tea was cascading upon the floor. The professor 
watched this until he could no longer restrain himself.  "It’s overfull! Stop! No more 
will go in!" he cried out. "Like this cup",  the master said, "you are full of your own 
opinions, speculations, judgements. How can I show you the way unless you first empty 
your cup?" 
 
Advent is a time to empty our cups (i.e. hearts and  minds)  of all that can distract us from 

focusing on our Advent journey.    It’s not to easy because we are  constantly bombarded 

by the commercial meaning of Christmas. Advent can just be an afterthought. But if we 

don’t focus on Advent, then  we run the risk of missing the meaning of Christmas.   

This Sunday afternoon at St. Bernard’s church there will be a penance service. That may 

be a good time to start the reflection on the ways we need to change our hearts.  If it 

happens that you are in a situation either health-wise or other-wise and  you cannot get to 

church, then find a place and time where you can focus on those parts of your life which 

need a change of heart and ask God to grant you the grace to trust him to lead you.to the   

great miracle of Christmas which is emerging from the Advent journey.   

On this journey of Advent we encounter all sorts of people who are in all sorts of  

impossible situations (i.e. John the Baptist, Mary, Joseph, Zachariah) in which they must 

make a decision to stay where they are or follow where God is calling them.  And yet 

God graces each of them, so that the Glory of God  be made manifest. 
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As we prepare for Christmas this year we realize that it will find us in very different 

places then we ever expected it to be.  The family gatherings that we are so use to and 

that is so much a part of the celebration may be different this year.  But like the Israelites 

returning to Jerusalem,  we too need to let go of expectations and let God surprise us. 

 

So as begin this second week of Advent unfolds, perhaps we can take a line from  the 

first reading and the gospel “To prepare a way for the Lord, make straight his path.”  A 

way by which  we can better empty our hearts of all bitterness, frustration, anger and God 

can teach us a better path to  the miracle of Christmas.   We are invited this week to do a 

sort of a spiritual construction project by which we can see a clearer road to the coming 

of Christ in our lives.  

      

 

 

 


