HOMILY

CELEBRATION OF MASS AT THE CATHEDRAL PARISH

FOR THE LAY FAITHFUL

Thursday, Dec. 13, 2012
First Reading: Is. 41: 13-20 

Gospel: Mt. 11:11-15

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
Allow me first to greet all of the Bishops and priests here present, and, in a special way, your Bishop, His Excellency, Monsignor Sabino Ocan Odoki, who offered his kind invitation to me to participate in this Centenary of the Evangelization of this blessed land, where missionary saints, religious men and women, have literally spent their lives in giving birth to this Church in Arua. Just as there are many important events in an individual’s life, so too they occur in the Church’s life as well. We cannot let this special Centenary pass us by without pausing for reflection, prayer, and thanksgiving to God and with a sense of gratitude to all those who brought the Gospel to this place.  We are the heirs of that great work of evangelization, which is now in our hands. We, who love the Baptism we have received, possess a sacred duty to continue their work, each according to the call and grace entrusted to us by God, whether as Bishops, priests, consecrated persons or lay faithful.

For this celebration in Arua,  all of our brothers and sisters in Faith from three other Dioceses join with us spiritually – from Gulu (2011), Lira (2011) and Nebbi (2010) – all of which have recently celebrated the centenary of the evangelization of their lands as well. In this way, the entire Ecclesiastical Province of Gulu gathers for this most beautiful event. 

Dear brothers and sisters, words cannot express how very happy I also am to be with all of you! To be here in Arua, Gulu, Lira and Nebbi - in this magnificent country of Uganda - a land blessed and cultivated by the blood of many martyrs and saints: a land very dear to Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II. I bring you the blessing and encouragement of our Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, who is with you through my pastoral visit; he is well aware of the enthusiasm and joy of your faith. 

With these things in mind, I would like to offer some brief reflections on the liturgical season of Advent in which we are living, and where this holy time should lead us. 

"Proclaim to the peoples: God our Saviour is coming." This is the principal message that we contemplate during this Season of Advent.  At the beginning of every new yearly cycle, the Sacred Liturgy invites the Church to renew her divine proclamation to all peoples, and sums it up in two words: "God comes."  However concise, these words contain an ever new and evocative power: “Fear not; I will help you ” (Is. 41:13), the First Reading testifies.

Let us pause for a moment to reflect on this text.  Notice that it is not in the past tense (God has come); neither is it in the future tense (God will come). Rather, it is in the present tense: "God comes".  Taking a closer look, one discovers that this implies a continuous present, that is, an ever-continuous action: it happened, it is happening now, and it will also happen in the future. In all of these moments, "God comes". Simply proclaiming these two words is equivalent to announcing God Himself, Who essentially is the God-who-comes. 
  
Brothers and sisters, the Advent Season calls all believers to become more aware of this truth and to act accordingly. It rings out as a salutary appeal in the days, weeks and months that repeat: Awaken! Remember that God comes! Not yesterday, not tomorrow, but today - now!  The one true God, "the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob ", is not a God who is unreachable in Heaven, unconcerned with us and our history; He is the-God-Who-comes through Christ: “Behold I stand at the door and knock.” (Rev. 3:20).

Christ indeed is God’s revelation - “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn. 14:9); He is the only beloved Son (Jn. 1:18), Whom the Father offers for the salvation of man. Reflecting upon what the Psalmist sings in Psalm 40:7, You, O God, when you looked at man, saw that in his poverty he was offering you sacrifices of animals and offerings of crops to regain your friendship and be forgiven of his sins (murder, violence, selfishness, betrayal, hatred, etc.), which had driven him away from you and made him sad. But those sacrifices and offerings could not fully reestablish the friendship. You did not even ask for holocausts or victims for his guilt. Therefore was there nothing to do to regain love and forgiveness? Yet before this state of things Jesus, the only begotten Son, speaks to his Father and says: “Here I go to do your will and save man”, and to humanity he says: “Behold, I come”.  Jesus prays to the Father saying: “I delight to do your will, my God; your law is in my inner being“. Jesus then comes among us and we recall this awesome and simple event at Christmas. And we get ready for this event with a long time of preparation: Advent. 
As Christmas approaches, the dominant note falls on the commemoration of the event at Bethlehem, so that we may recognize it as the "fullness of time": “… when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of woman, born under the law…so  that we might receive adoption” (Gal. 4: 4-5). We also prepare to receive Christ, the One Whom the missionaries announced to you a hundred years ago, and your grandparents and parents have welcomed Him in Baptism, becoming part of God’s family.

The exemplar of waiting for the Lord is Mary. Just as the Virgin Mother pondered in her heart the Mystery of the Word made flesh, so every individual soul and the entire Church are called during their earthly pilgrimage to wait for Christ who comes, and to welcome him anew with faith and love. 

The Advent Liturgies shed light on how the Church gives voice to our expectation of God, which is deeply inscribed in the history of humanity.  Sadly, this expectation is often stifled or misdirected. As a Body mystically united to Christ the Head, the Church is a sacrament, that is, a sign and an effective instrument of this waiting for God (cf. Lumen Gentium, 9).  As only by His design and understanding, the Christian community hastens his Final Coming, helping humanity to go forth to meet the Lord Who comes. The Church does this primarily through prayer, but not exclusively. The desire for Christ, manifested in prayer, must come to fruition through the good works so essentially and inseparably linked to it.

From this perspective, Advent is particularly suited to being a season lived in greater  commitment to justice, peace, and reconciliation, when people of every tribe, nationality, and culture - believers and non-believers alike - can, to a certain extent, find common ground together, inspired by a goal to which the whole of humanity aspires.  For believers, "peace" is one of the most beautiful names of God, Who, as a loving Father, desires that all of his children together find His Truth. 

Before concluding, I cannot help but express to you, dear brothers and sisters, all of my appreciation for the selfless service that you render so well to Christ and to the Church through your teaching of the Catechism, your charitable outreach to the most needy, your education of young people, your reconciliation among families or divided groups, your assistance to the elderly, your help in the parishes, and your assistance with Sunday Liturgies; in brief, your dedication through every form of apostolate and missionary animation. Be always men and women of goodness, reconciliation, holiness of Christian life, and peace.
Let us ask the Virgin Mary, Mother of the God-who-comes and Mother of Hope, to guide us in this waiting.  May the intercession of martyrs of Uganda, St. Daudi Okello, St. Jildo Irwa, and their Companions, help us with their prayers in deepening our Catholic faith and to remain faithful to our vocation at the coming of Our Lord Jesus Christ, to Whom, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, be praise and glory for ever and ever. Amen.
