Homily for December 18, 2011 (4th Sunday of Advent)

2 Sam 7:1-5, 8b-12, 14a, 16; Ps 89(vv); Rom 16:25-27; Lk 1:26-38

“How Can This Be?”

I wrote this homily from the Centro San Benito (St. Benedict Center) just outside of San Juan, Costa Rica, where the Capuchin Vice Province of St. Felix (Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama) was celebrating its 5th Chapter.  Although the church in this part of the Americas is generally older than the church in the USA, in many ways it is still young.  For years it was considered “mission territory” for priests and religious from Europe and North America.  Now it is finding its own identity.

At one of the chapter sessions I had the privilege of addressing the assembled friars.  I gave my five-minute speech entirely in Spanish (thanks to a friar who helped correct my translation and grammar).  After sitting down I was struck by how, as I was growing up, I never dreamed that I would one day have the opportunity to visit fifteen countries outside the USA.  If anyone had told me that one day I would be giving an address in Spanish in Costa Rica, I would have marveled, “How can this be?”  

If they had told me that, as a priest, I would one day be called to try to deal with the horrors of sexual abuse by ministers of the church or that I would spend a significant part of my time thinking about things like budgets and personnel, my response would have been the same:  “How can this be?”  For better and for worse, many of us find ourselves in situations that we never expected and ask, “How can this be?”

When Mary was visited by the angel Gabriel, she was minding her own business in the small town of Nazareth.  She was young, a virgin, and betrothed to a man named Joseph—probably not much different than many others in the area.  Yet God called her in the midst of what she knew and expected to do something new and unexpected:  to conceive a child through the power of the Holy Spirit, and to be the mother of the Son of God.  In the midst of her astonishment and fear she could only ask, “How can this be?”  

Sometimes God asks the same question of us especially when we presume what God wants or needs from us.  David found that out when he sought to build a temple for God.  As we heard in our first reading, when he found himself living in a palace and his kingdom united more or less at peace (at least for a while), David thought that it would be a great idea to build a permanent home for God.  For generations the people of Israel had been carrying the Ark of the Covenant, where they believe God dwelled in a special way, from place to place.  Now here at last was there opportunity to pay God back for all that God had done and to fix his place with them.

God, however, had other plans, and commanded Nathan to ask David in effect, “How can this be?”  Specifically, God asked, “Should you build me a house to live in?”  After reminding David of all that had been done for him—far beyond anything he could repay—God added that his blessings wouldn’t stop there.   Among the things that God promised was to build a house for David, one that would outlast any earthly dwelling.  

When God is calling us sometimes it seems like we are the last to know.  We may not be paying attention.  We may have other plans.  We may even know what God wants but expect it to unfold in an entirely different way than it does.  Yet God sends us messages and messengers.   A few are extraordinary but the vast majority will come from just living life.  Sometimes we find our calls; and sometimes, like Mary, our calls find us.

We, too, may be “greatly troubled” or may wonder what it all means.  We, too, may ask, “How can this be?”  It’s normal to be afraid in such situations and to doubt whether we are able to deal with them.  It’s normal and even necessary to question what’s going on.  Our challenge is to respond as Mary did and accept God’s will and many of the circumstances of our lives that are beyond our control—as God’s servants rather than God’s advisors.  As we prepare to celebrate Christmas, we ask her prayers to help us. + 
