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The Advent Season has its own special and particular penitential focus within the 
church’s prayer. The penitential focus in Advent differs from that during the Lenten 
Season. During Lent, we focus on the renewal of our baptismal promises at Easter and 
assist the catechumens in their final preparation to declare their own profession of 
faith in baptismal waters. 

Therefore, we pray, fast and give alms to help cleanse our souls of any darkness or sin 
hindering our total dedication to our baptismal promises. This also cleanses sin from 
within the church itself, therefore providing for a greater welcome to the catechumens 
once baptized. 

The penitential focus of Advent connects with Advent’s focus on the second coming of 
Christ. As we fix our attention to the Lord’s future coming in glory, we are all asked to 
conduct that fearless inventory of our soul. In this examination of conscience, we 
recognize the great expectation we share with all other believers for the Lord’s 
complete liberation of our life. We also realize those times when we were far away from 
where God has asked us to be, and we can awaken to a dark and foreboding 
landscape. Tall steep mountains and deep, dark valleys can trap us in fear. Our own 
shame and guilt resists hope that our true self will ever again find home. 

The prophet Isaiah is writing for a people equally broken and bewildered. Living in 
exile in Babylon far from The Promised Land, the Jewish people have had their 
dynasty and their Temple destroyed. These were events they thought could never 
happen. So their sense of identity as God’s People is crushed. 

The prophet proclaims a vision with hope that God’s glory will one day restore them to 
their homeland with the Temple rebuilt. With their hearts broken and their 
relationship to God seemingly extinguished, this prophecy seemed almost beyond their 
ability to imagine. 

The rescue flows from divine mercy and divine compassion for God’s people. Their 
journey opens up before them as God’s glory levels the mountains and fills the valleys 
offering them a road home. Isaiah’s prophecy bore truth some years later as they 
began what is known as “The Second Exodus” to The Promised Land. God’s rescue of 
an entire people for the second time gives us hope and courage to believe that mercy 
can and will rescue us, bringing us home to God and our true self. 

During Advent three years ago, as the longest nights of the year continued getting 
darker, Sacred Heart/St Dominic Parish faced a mountain that seemed immovable. 
Bricks from the church tower were crumbling off and falling into the street and at that 
time, closing this church seemed to be the only practical option. 

Sacred Heart/St Dominic Parish was rich in everything except finances. The parish 
celebrated liturgy with a dynamic and fervent spirit. In the pews were parishioners 
committed to this parish for many decades, and parishioners newly arrived having 
escaped from the horrors of African civil wars, and parishioners who made their way 
from countries such as Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua to name a few. 

And parishioners did not just sit in the pews. Sacred Heart/St Dominic Parish was 
known throughout the City of Portland but especially in the West End for its countless 
outreach of social services, corporal and spiritual works of mercy, advocacy for the 
poor and marginalized. All knew they were welcomed here and were grateful for this 
parish. Because of this parish, many who came as “strangers” were identified as 



“family”, many hungry were able to eat, and many suffering from addictions could find 
sobriety in meetings held in spaces in our buildings. 

All these and countless more were signs and sources of divine glory pouring out as 
mercy. The parish was known for its universal outreach and service. In St. Paul’s 
Letter to the Ephesians, he specifies this glory as the blood of Christ and proclaims 
that through his blood walls of hostility come crashing down. “But now in Christ 
Jesus you who were once far off have become near by the blood of Christ. For he is our 
peace, he who made both one and broke down the dividing wall of enmity, through his 
flesh.” (2:13,14) 

This parish’s strong love for God tore down those dividing walls St. Paul writes about. 
These walls between rich and poor; native born and foreign born; documented and 
undocumented; young and old; gay and straight; white, black or Hispanic all crumbled 
in the outstretched arms of the Lord Jesus Christ reaching through this parish 
community to the community around them. 

On these issues, The Sacred Heart/St Dominic community has been ahead of the 
curve and set an example for others. The bell in the tower may have been broken, but 
the clarion call of the Gospel rang loud and clear from the altar, the pews, and the 
pulpit. Serving all God’s people without distinction or preference and welcoming 
everyone to encounter the Living God within this parish has been a shining example of 
a true community where everyone is valued and cared for and no one needs to live in 
fear. 

But none of that can fix church towers or make buildings safe or provide cover from 
the elements in order to worship God. In fact, the mountains of anticipated debt and 
valleys of persistent deprivation convinced some that a capital campaign might only 
offer false hope and only postpone the inevitable. Not everyone agreed with those dire 
calculations. One of those rejecting this analysis was then pastor, Fr. Lou Phillips. 
Through strong advocacy and persistent lobbying, he and many dynamic parish 
leaders were convincing enough to get a capital campaign approved. 

The results of that capital campaign can only be considered something in the category 
of a miracle. With the glory of the Lord leading the way, mountains were leveled and 
valleys were filled and over $155,000 of a $200,000 goal was pledged and collected. 
This results today in a church tower repaired, restored, and safe; and Sacred Heart/St 
Dominic Parish moving forward stronger than ever. Now the bell in the tower echoes 
the truth of the gospel ringing from the heart of this parish. 

Sacred Heart/St Dominic Parish has a future because in an hour of darkness, they 
believed in the providence of God. God will not be outdone in generosity. 

Part of the parish’s future has to be continuing the opportunity for stories to be told. 

This can be especially true of age-old issues that defy healing and justice. The recent 
grand jury decisions in Ferguson, Missouri and New York City (and now shooting 
deaths in Cleveland and Phoenix) present us with the mountains of distrust and 
anger, and valleys of racial and class tensions and fear across our nation. 

These keep our nation from having a true and necessary discussion on the state of 
justice, equality, freedom, and responsibility so desperately needed. Because levels of 
distrust are so mountainous, we have stopped listening to everyone’s story. 

As a nation, we need to hear the stories of people living in squalor, trying to make 
ends meet and always finding themselves further and further behind. Tens of millions 
of people work hard often in multiple jobs robbing them of adequate time to be with 



their families. Yet, their hard work cannot keep up with the basic financial needs of 
their families. 

We need to understand the difficulties of people of color in our country and the further 
obstacles they have in living peacefully and freely in urban settings. What differences 
occur when a young white man is pulled over for a traffic violation from when a young 
black man is pulled over for a similar violation? Why do these occur? Why do people in 
impoverished neighborhoods in many of our cities fear police presence and their 
response to crime? 

At the same time, we need to hear the stories of police officers living in a nation that 
somehow believes any child old enough to go to school can also own and handle an 
automatic weapon. What does the massive circulation of guns and other weapons 
mean to a police officer responding to a call of burglary or robbery? What does the 
effect of a whole new generation of homemade narcotics like “crystal meth” and “bath 
salts” mean when police respond to someone acting strangely or endangering a school 
full of children? When a society continually cuts services to the mentally ill, what 
impact does that have on a police officer responding to a disturbance? 

All of these stories and many more need to be told and all need to be heard with 
disarmed hearts and humbled souls. Then a community can together search for and 
discern truth. Then the Lord will begin lowering the mountains of distrust and filling 
in the valleys of fear; and divine glory will rebuild a community where all are safe and 
all care for one another. 

Faith communities have a particular opportunity and responsibility to gather these 
stories and contribute to the healing and renewal of our society and communities. 
Many of our Christian churches have a cross-section of humanity gathering weekly for 
liturgy and worship. Sometimes the gathering is graceful and welcoming. Sometimes it 
is fraught with tension and unease. In all cases it continues as a work in progress. 

Sacred Heart/St Dominic Parish already provides a model for gathering diverse 
communities into one community of praise. This parish gets diversity and unity 
existing together. It mimics the genius of Catholicism being more “both/and” rather 
than “either/or”. While always a work in progress, it continues to be a work 
progressing. 

Now with tower repaired and church bell tolling again, we can continue to focus on 
how this parish, other Catholic parishes, and other faith communities can contribute 
to a dialogue and a conversation where everyone’s story can be told and be heard. 
From within these conversations, the power of the Lord’s body and blood working 
through the body of the Church can tear down wall of hostility and create 
communities of hospitality. 

 


