
The First Sunday of Advent 

 Gospel of St. Luke 21:25-28, 34-36 

 1st Thessalonians 3:12-4:2 

In the Northern Hemisphere, where Christianity has its origins, Advent comes as the 

longest nights of the year grow ever longer and darker. In our Catholic faith, the long and 

dark nights symbolize the powers of darkness still ever present in our world. We await the 

light, not of increased daylight, but the light of Christ transforming all creation upon his 

return in glory. A light already present among us and within us, already transforming us. 

This is the light Jesus speaks of in the gospel coming in the midst of chaos and 

destruction. A light that brings us life and joy as we hold our heads high. 

In the time prior to this light being fully revealed, another mood prevails across the 

earth. Long dark nights is an apt symbol of the dark threats in our world today. Abroad, 

the attacks in Paris and Beirut and downing of a Russian civilian aircraft underscore the 

long arm of Middle East terrorism. Pope Francis continually sounds the alarm of 

irreversible ecological disaster if consumption patterns and energy sources are not 

significantly changed.  

Closer to home, “Black Lives Matter” campaigns point out continual patterns of 

excessive violence against young black men by law enforcement agencies in parts of our 

country. At the same time, innocent police officers become targets of random violence by 

those exploiting this movement for their own sociopathic purposes. Angry or unstable 

people, armed with automatic weapons inflict carnage for their own perceived slights.  

All this, and more, results in the growth of the most destructive force of “fear”. Many 

people are feeling more and more afraid. When the Lord tells us in the gospel, “People will 

die in fright of anticipation of what is coming upon the world”, we completely understand 

that fear is indeed a killer. Fear is an insidious power weaving its way throughout the 

human heart and the greater society. Fear is one of the darkest demonic spirits dominating 

our times. 

Fear is the great divider, the great isolator, and the great killer of true community. 

Fear divides into “us” and “them”. Fear shrinks our desires to do what is right, shutting 

down desires of welcome or hospitality. Fear increases the use of violence and expands 

cycles of violence. Fear encourages walls of hostility and extinguishes the fires of 

compassionate hearts. When compassion dies, the face of hell is visible.  

In the reading from First Thessalonians, St. Paul is writing to a church paralyzed by 

fear. The Thessalonians experienced an organized and planned riot perpetrated upon its 

members. (see Acts of the Apostles Chapter 17) Some Christians in this small church 

were killed, leaving the remainder fewer, terribly bruised, and now hunkered down in 

terror.  

St. Paul does not want them to remain in hiding but emerge to continue their lives of 

faith. “May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all.” 

This is a call for that church to come out from hiding, to come out from fear and be present 

to the world around them. This is a call to refuse divisions of “them” and “us”. They are to 

love one another and to love “all”, “all” being the whole population of Thessalonica. 



Fear threatens to isolate us as well. Fear has already weaved its way into elections 

and campaigning. Some candidates have already exploited the terror attacks in Europe to 

induce fear of all immigrants and refugees here. Each political party has its particular 

issues for fanning the flames of fear. This pandering and exploitation is a well-known 

political strategy and although everyone does it, it remains shameful and destructive 

throughout the nation.  

Television celebrity (and devout Catholic) Stephen Colbert, "If you want to know if 

somebody is Christian, just ask them to complete this sentence: 'Jesus said, I was hungry, 

you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty, you gave me something to drink; I was a 

stranger and you...' And if they don't say 'welcomed me in,' they are either a terrorist, or 

they are running for president." 

 

         As we become more aware of how much “fear” disfigures us, it is all the more 

incumbent for us to pay greater attention to the words St. Paul writes to the Church in 

Thessalonica. What will happen to those more abounding in love? St. Paul tells us, our 

hearts will be strengthened. 

The most frequently spoken words in all of the New Testament bar none are “Do not 

be afraid.” No other words are spoken more frequently. In the Advent/Christmas lectionary 

those words are spoken often, several times by angels. “Do not be afraid” are often some of 

the first words angels speak. Angels love those words and enjoy speaking those words. Just 

ask the Blessed Mother, St. Joseph, Zechariah and the shepherds in the fields.  

These words do not mean we never experience the natural fear of danger or take 

appropriate action to protect ourselves and especially our loved ones and those we are 

responsible for. It is no sin to be afraid or to feel fear. Remember in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, Our Lord trembled with fear realizing the horrors he faced in the coming 

hours. 

Rather, “do not be afraid” tells us not to let the power of fear govern us, dominate us 

or dissuade us from our fidelity to the gospel. Our Lord may have trembled at Gethsemane, 

but when Judas and the soldiers came to arrest him, Jesus stood and faced them, offering 

no resistance. Fear affects all of us and fear continually gnaws at us. But we cannot allow 

fear to govern us. The light of Christ, shattering the dark powers is our governing power.  

The Cluster Pastoral Council meets almost every month with representatives from all 

five parishes. We discern and try to envision the needs of our parishioners and the ways in 

which we can respond. We also discern the mission all five parishes have together and how 

to empower our parishioners to live this mission in their daily lives. This is a hard working 

committee. We do not sit around and simply listen to committee reports. Rather, we take 

our time in prayer, reflection and discernment before we begin our discussions. 

For the last several months, The Cluster Pastoral Council has been discerning how to 

respond to the upcoming Jubilee Year of Mercy beginning this coming December 8th until 

the Solemnity of Christ the King in 2016. Pope Francis has emphasized God’s mercy since 

his election and this Jubilee Year is a wonderful way of both celebrating God’s mercy in our 

own lives and becoming sources of mercy for the world around us.  



Pope Francis in his letter establishing the Jubilee Year, “Mercy is the very foundation 

of the Church’s life. All of her pastoral activity should be caught up in the tenderness she 

makes present to believers; nothing in her preaching and in her witness to the world can be 

lacking in mercy. The Church’s very credibility is seen in how she shows merciful and 

compassionate love. The time has come for the Church to take up the joyful call to mercy 

once more. It is time to return to the basics and to bear the weaknesses and struggles of 

our brothers and sisters. Mercy is the force that reawakens us to new life and instils in us 

the courage to look to the future with hope.” (#10) 

We discerned our response to the Year of Mercy in part by examining the 

demographics of our communities. Recent census data tells us Maine is becoming older, 

sicker, and poorer. Because of this we have many funerals in our cluster parishes, most 

often at St. Peter’s and then Cathedral Parish. Many times at a funeral Mass or funeral 

home service, there are those unchurched, at times an entire generation. This becomes 

fertile ground for evangelization.  

Fr. Ed Clifford along with several lay people have organized a Consoling Hearts 

Ministry assisting at various stages of funeral rites and services. This ministry has grown 

rapidly in a very short time span and has great potential to reach out and touch many 

people with tender mercy at a most painful time of life.  

Secondly, refugees, immigrants and asylees from many nations, especially Africa, 

have settled in our parishes and surrounding communities. They are often some of the 

most educated, motivated, and professional people of their home countries. They also carry 

with them deep, deep scars of traumatic violence and horror.  

Too often, walls of hostility and misunderstanding meet these people as they try to 

settle in and find security and stability. Elected officials in our own state contribute to this 

misunderstanding with half-truths and outright misinformation. As parish communities, 

we are going to continue to welcome them, assist them with whatever services are available, 

and advocate for them to the wider community and across the State of Maine. 

We will encourage our people to be engaged in all the Catholic Church’s spiritual and 

corporal works of mercy. As a Cluster Pastoral Council, we will focus on two corporal works 

of mercy: “consoling the grieving” and “welcoming the stranger”. There are many fears and 

sources of fear choking off compassion and care. We wish to confront the “fear of death” 

and the “fear of the stranger”. With prayer and discernment, we are convinced the Lord is 

calling us to walk this path more faithfully, especially in this Jubilee Year of Mercy. 

I say “more faithfully, because this is nothing new. The parishes have already been 

deeply involved in these merciful works for many years. Now, we are going to be more 

deliberate and reflective of how we can further deepen our commitment to these particular 

works of mercy. 

As Church, each of us and all of us are called by God to respond to the horrors of our 

time. Our response involves the very kindness, mercy, and compassion of Christ alive in us 

and working through us. We may never stop “feeling afraid”, but we can begin today to stop 

allowing fear to govern us or paralyze our communities. Our pastoral leaders, lay staff and 

lay leaders are united and committed to leading our parishes away from fear’s domination 

and into the liberating light of the Risen Christ. We believe this is God’s call for us all. 



Pope Francis during a daily Mass in May 2015, “Fear is not a Christian attitude. It is 

an attitude, we could say, of a caged animal, without freedom, who does not have the 

freedom to look ahead, to create something, to do good… Do not be afraid, and ask for the 

grace of courage, the courage of the Holy Spirit that He sends us.” 

“There are fearful communities that always go on the safe side: ‘No, no, we aren’t 

doing this… No, no, this can’t be done, this can’t be done.’ It seems they have written on 

the gateway: ‘Forbidden.’ Everything is forbidden because of fear. And you enter into this 

community and the air is stale, because it is a sick community. Fear makes a community 

sick. The lack of courage makes a community sick.” Pope Francis concluded his homily, 

praying: “Lift us up, O Lord, to Christ seated at the right hand of the Father…raise our 

spirit. Take away our every fear, and grant us joy and peace.” 

 


