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We all know how things start. A newborn baby cries and another life enters the world.  Wedding vows recited at the altar are the beginning of happily-ever-after.  Singing the national anthem tells us that the sporting event is about to commence.  A new year begins with parties and kissing, possibly a hangover and hopefully resolutions.

Where is the new life in our lives?  Are we working for happily-ever-after or are we just going through the motions?  Are we standing on the sidelines or are we playing the game?  Do we give parties?  Do we have the energy?  Whom do we invite?  Whom do we kiss?  What is “hanging-over” us, causing us and the world fear and pain?  Can we resolve to make a difference?

Today is the First Sunday of Advent, the beginning of a new liturgical year for the Catholic Church, for all of us who worship and believe and act in the name of Jesus.  The words of Mark’s Gospel will accompany us on this journey, giving us encouragement and challenge.  The Christian community of Mark’s time was so energized by Christ’s message that Mark does not begin his Gospel with the birth of baby Jesus.  He launches right into the mature Jesus being baptized and then beginning his preaching and teaching mission.  These Christians thought there was much to do.  What are the first words proclaimed by Jesus in Mark?  “This is the time of fulfillment.  The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe the gospel.”  If you thought preparing for Christmas was your biggest stress, you are being reminded that Jesus has expectations of you too.

What is being fulfilled in the world today?  Are there parts of your life that are full of love and promise? What are you dragging behind you that no longer serves you well?  Where are you being called to repent, to change your life, your mind, your heart, your world?

Turning the calendar page gives us a fresh start and a chance to make a new beginning with a clean slate.  The church has always recognized the human need to leave the past behind and start afresh.  We call it reconciliation and it is a sacrament rooted in the healing ministry of Jesus himself.  If we repent and believe, we can celebrate Christmas with the joy of a child and the conviction of a prophet.

The prophet Isaiah is beseeching heaven for us today.  He is begging God to come down and set things aright.  The people are feeling lost and alone, abandoned and faithless.  Isaiah comforts and challenges us by pointing out that God alone is our redeemer who can save us from ourselves.  If our sins and guilt were wiped away, we would take advantage of this opportunity.  We would be on God’s side and follow God’s directions.  We would be formed like the potter’s clay, taking on the imprint of God’s hand.

When have we been faithless, not waiting for God, but being carried away with the wind?  Do we need reconciliation…with God…with our families and friends…with the world? How can we be seen doing right and being mindful of God’s ways? What resolutions do we need to make so that we can be reformed?

The passage shared with us in the Gospel today highlights Jesus’ warning to us not to be complacent thinking we are doing the best we can and all is well.  “Be watchful!  Be alert!”  No one knows how much time one has left.  Will this be our last Advent to prepare for the return of the Savior?  Can our world survive another year of our mediocre efforts?  The echo of Jesus’ words is resounding: “What I say to you, I say to all: ‘Watch!’” This message is for all of us: children in the dawn of their lives, young people facing the morning with their strength, adults working the long hours of their day, and seniors watching the Times Square ball slowly descending at the midnight of their lives.  Jesus encourages all of us to watch and pray, watch and do.

Children: Watch the important people in your lives.  Learn from them.  Care for them.  Let your Light break into the darkness.  Youth: Watch the choices you make.  Keep your eyes fixed on your goals.  Let your strength and faith in God carry the day.  Adults: Watch the shadows that might overwhelm you.  Stay faithful to your commitments and deepen your belief in the One who has been faithful to you.  Let the hand of God continue to form you. Seniors: Watch for opportunities to share your wisdom and leave a legacy of faithfulness behind you. Let the hand of God support you.

This is a new year, a chance to start again with the God of second chances.  In a world crying for change and renewal, justice and peace, we have been encouraged to “watch.”  Jesus warns us to watch out for those things that can distract us from the coming of the kingdom, from those things that lull us into sleep.  Jesus encourages us to watch for those things that will point us in the right direction and keep us faithful.  This is our chance to make a difference.  If we are watching, we will see the hand of God forming a supple, forgiven people.  If we are watching, we will see the Messiah saving the world and giving us opportunities to help.  If we are watching, we will see “awesome deeds that we could not hope for.”  If we are watching, we will be the kingdom of God. Watch!
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