
First Sunday of Advent 

Gospel of St. Mark 

 During the recent wind storm with accompanying power outages, some areas of the state had power 

restored days before other areas. A good friend of mine was in the latter group and waited over a week before 

his lights came back on. He lives in a suburban area but a more remote part where power lines cut through 

large wooded areas. Power lines could not be reconnected until numerous downed trees were cut and 

removed. 

 One morning on his way to work, the traffic was stopped by trucks removing such trees. He was the 

fourth car back when a driver ahead of him got out of his car and began to shout profanities on the workers 

removing the trees. His language was harsh accusing them of lacking compassion for him and his hostility was 

accompanied by finger gestures that need no explanation. Finally, the workers moved trucks to let him go on 

his way. 

 When my friend got to the workers, he rolled down his window, distanced himself from the previous 

comments and offered thanks for the work they were doing. One worker said, “I have taken more abuse these 

past couple of days, that I am seriously thinking of finding another career.” 

 The second story involves my niece. She recently went on a hiking trip in Peru, South America to visit 

the ancient ruins of Machu Picchu. On her hike, she and her companions slept at various campgrounds. At one 

location, she encountered some university students from a Scandinavian country. Upon hearing she was 

American, they informed her their American Culture class at the university focused entirely on the mass 

shootings of recent years.  

As they asked her many questions, eventually she said to me, “I just walked away and could not take it 

anymore.” Is this what American culture has come to? Is that all there is? I believe our culture still has a lot of 

good to offer, but we have to admit the numbers of mass murders draws significant attention.  

Are these incidents connected? If the angry person was an isolated incident, it would not be worth 

mentioning. But the worker’s indication there were other angry folks make this important. This happened at a 

time when we were all trying to process the mass shooting in Las Vegas, only to be followed quickly by the 

terrorist incident in Manhattan and then the killing of the folks worshipping in the Baptist church in Texas.  

What is different about our culture that seems to lend itself to more of these mass shootings than 

other nations? The issue is not simply “guns”. Other nations such as Canada have lots of guns but little gun 

violence. Someone told me the other day they heard Maine has one of the highest rates of gun ownership in 

the country, but the crime rate is lower than most other states.  

Some countries have high gun ownership and also deal with serious mental health issues but don’t 

seem to have the number of mass shootings we have in our country. So, the “gun issue” is going to be placed 

to the side “without prejudice” to examine other issues lying deeper in the human soul. 

Recognizing the great complexity of this issue, let me offer another possible contributing factor. The 

American culture still promotes the “rugged individualist” as a primary understanding of the human person. 

Taken to the extreme, the “rugged individualist”, takes responsibility for his/her own life, with no needs for 

anyone else’s assistance. At the same time, this model of humanity recognizes no direct responsibilities for 

anyone else, particularly the greater community, or wider society.  



Ironically, the rugged individualist, living to the fullest, can come to a sense of “entitlement”. Having no 

inherent responsibilities to anyone else, therefore unattached from real community, one can come to believe 

the world revolves around him/her. This isolation exacerbates loneliness and emerges as “hostility”. So when 

life goes away from their “entitlement”, they are now free to lash out at perceived or real enemies responsible 

for their situation in life. 

 How is this hostility manifested? “So what if I chose to live in a secluded part of the town where power 

lines cut through forested areas. I am entitled to have electric power returned now and I don’t care what the 

excuses are. If that doesn’t happen, I am entitled to take out my hostile rage on those I deem responsible.”  

 In more extreme measures, mixed with mental health disorders or other undetermined dark forces, it 

comes out victimizing concert goers in Las Vegas, church worshippers in South Carolina and Texas, second 

grade school children in Connecticut, university students in Virginia, folks gathered at a gay night club in 

Florida, or police officers executed while sitting in their patrol cars. 

 Catholic spirituality and theology stands in direct opposition to the “rugged individualist”. Catholicism 

recognizes human rights at the core of human dignity. But, Catholicism insists the human person has both 

rights and responsibilities not only to oneself, but to others as well. Catholicism recognizes we are responsible 

for our own well-being but cannot do it alone. We are not made to do it alone. We are made for others. This 

shaping of community becomes the way opening us to the presence of God. The “rugged individualist” is one 

reason Catholicism has always had an uneasy rapport with American culture. 

 Why is this important for Advent? For at least two reasons. First, Advent is a season for repentance and 

penance. Unlike Lent, the penance focus for Advent turns us to the second coming of Christ in glory. We await 

this, but not idly as though no need for preparation. Rather, our repentance and penance requires that 

fearless inventory of our heart and soul, so as to give God those areas of our life needing transformation. And 

we need to look at what needs to change in the world around us as well. Hostility is a major force needing 

transformation, repentance, and penance. Steeped in American culture, hostility finds its way into the Catholic 

community as well.  

 Secondly, Advent, like all other liturgical seasons, has a focus on what is truly human. The birth of our 

Savior is the communion of what is “fully human” to what is “fully divine”. The life, ministry, death and 

resurrection of Our Savior Jesus Christ is the full reality of what is truly human. Drawn into his Risen life, 

recreates us into the very life of Christ. 

The work of the Church, especially her Sacraments, liturgy, and works of love draw us into the life of 

the Risen Christ. The Sacramental imagination, so central to Catholic thought and practice, stands as the direct 

antithesis to the rugged individualist. The Sacramental imagination stands as the antidote to the damage 

inflicted by this image of the person. This is the great gift we have to share with American culture and society. 

Transforming hostility into a hospitality means transforming the rugged individualist to a more 

communal understanding of human nature. But Advent is perhaps the most difficult time to make that 

happen. This is one of the busiest and most stressful seasons of the whole year. The added pressure is on 

everyone to do more socially, financially, religious attendance, and other commitments and responsibilities. 

The added stress offers more opportunities for anger and hostility, certainly not less. 

But that is what repentance and penance are all about. Transforming culture and wider society are 

best done when the challenges are greater, not easier. Here are just a couple of possibilities to consider. We 

will all be driving on more congested roads trying to get to shopping malls or other destinations. Add driving 



through first winter storms and there is a real recipe for frustration and hostility behind the wheel. I’m talking 

about all of you right now, certainly not me! Can we change the focus and pay attention to other drivers in 

order to be more considerate and patient? Can we see the other driver and instead of wondering “How can I 

get there first?” ask “How can we both get there safely?” Begin this morning after Mass when exiting the 

parking lot. 

We will all be standing in longer lines at the stores. Consider the people standing in front of you and 

the cashier. Consider what crosses each of them might be carrying in life, and pray for them while standing in 

line. Perspective can change pretty quickly. These are not major life changing decisions. Rather, they are small 

ways of transforming our own hearts and removing hostility from the scene.  

There is a verse from the Prophet Isaiah prominent in the Advent Season. While not in the Sunday 

lectionary this year, it remains in the daily lectionary and The Liturgy of the Hours. It proclaims, “They will beat 

their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. One nation will not raise the sword against 

another, nor shall they prepare for war again.”  

Can we take this universal call transforming tools of war into tools of creation; and make it apply to our 

own life? Can we decide to not only add nothing to the hostility of the world, but to meet hostility with a heart 

of hospitality? The passage from Isaiah ends, “O house of Jacob, come; let us walk in the light of the Lord.” 

 

 


