Fourth Sunday in Advent

Does anyone remember last year around this time?  Christmas Eve was on a Monday and the year before when Christmas Eve was on a Sunday – that was hard.  Trying to finish one season before we begin another is difficult.  As the dates move around the week we run into this problem every few years.  Easter is a different problem.  It is always Sunday but like this year, Easter is March 23rd almost as early as possible!  How do we enter into the season of Advent and then change gears to really celebrate Christmas?  


For society in general it is not a big issue.  I know many families take down their Christmas tree and most decorations right after January 1st when the church has only just theirs up.  We could take our time and ask; what is it that we are waiting for during this season?  What are we lighting candles for anyway?  We are working hard to prepare for something – what is that?  It is easy to say that we are waiting for God to send Jesus back for us but can we try to have this question pull us further along than that?  

God is here.  Jesus is here for us everyday if we can only see Him.  If we can only reach out to Him and welcome Jesus into our lives.  The presents and gift giving is there to remind us of the gift we have received.  I shocked some people last week when I told that I do not really give that many presents to my family.  I told them that I did not buy anything for my parents this year yet.  As I type this I am not too sure that I will get them anything.  I did not get them anything on Christmas last year either.  Before you get too worried about my love for my family you have to understand that we take care for each other and help each other all year long.  I do not need to see anything under the tree from my parents because being together is the best present I get.  Time and love out weigh anything that they could ever find in the mall.  I am going to be with my sister all day on Thursday and that is part of my present to her. I know that God loves me and the best thing I can do with that present is to pass it on to the next person. I know that God is with me always and I know that His grace is in my life and the feeling of His touch in my life when I need him is His gift to me.  I can not do exactly the same but I can give of myself and I know that being with my sister tomorrow is important and more to the point, what God would like me to do.  
I think back to something that I might have put in a letter a few weeks ago – what would our children like better, for us to go and spend the day shopping for them or spending the day shopping with them?  I know many of your parents right now are thinking, “Well, Fr. Pat you lost me on that one there!  It would end in a fight and a terrible day.  Best if I go alone and just make it easy on everyone!”  But all joking aside, really, is that really true?  Is it that impossible to spend time together?  I find that so sad.  As you know I do many retreats with teenagers.  I have spent hundreds of hours celebrating the Sacrament of Reconciliation with people under the age of 20.  I have learned many things and one thing that makes me very sad is the number of kids who say that they can not or will not talk to their parents about their issues.  You want to know why?  Not because they don’t really want to talk to them but because they have never done it.  They just do not know what talking to their parents about something important would be like.  I say to kids many times, “What would it be like if you went and talked to your parents about that?”  You know what the largest response is, “Oh, I never talk to my parents about that kind of stuff.”  

I have become convinced that if parents do not talk to their children about the easy stuff when they are young they will never be able to talk about the important stuff when they get older.  Parents have said to me, “I tried to talk to my kids; they won’t talk to me so, I give up.”  It takes practice and you have to get good at it.  You have to practice with the easy stuff.  You have to never give up to easily and keep on trying.  It is worth it – it really is.  Parents probably know that in their heart but time is short and work is stressful etc. etc. etc. There are a million reasons to not to make the effort and only one reason to do it – because it will mean so much to them.  Being with your child to listen and hear what is really important to them when it is not an issue so that you can go and talk to them when it is really important. 
The funny thing is that this is just not an issue between parents and children.  It is part of the exact same fundamental issue between couples.  That time you spend together when the relationship is new gets shorter and shorter as the years go along.  When the job gets to busy and the kids are young and it has been weeks since there was really a quite moment for parents to be a couple in love.  When there is a problem but it is easier to let it go – but not really let it go all the way.  That is the beginning of trouble.  I know there is a time a place but talking and being together can not be forgotten.  
There is something I try to tell the young couples that I work with about the advice they will receive.  You know the old saying, “Never go to bed angry” I think that is really bad advice!  First it says that no matter how long the argument has been going or how tired you are, you are to just keep on going all night long – bad advice.  Also, it means that you will always find a happy ending to every disagreement – I don’t think so.  These are unreasonable expectations.  I tell them that there will be many times when the best thing to do is stop talking and go to bed.  Get a good night's sleep and then talk in the morning.  Let it go and stop the fight to remember that you might not agree but you love each other.  It is a good thing to stop the argument to remember what is really important – and 100% of the time the argument is NOT the thing that is really important.  BUT and this is the important part – you must take up the issue again the next day.  Maybe the night and sleep will help you see another side.  Maybe in the calm of a new day you can find a way for a peaceful decision.  
But too often what happens is that the couple gives up on the other and walks away.  The fight is stopped by fatigue and the issue is never resolved – just set aside until the next fight.  When it will be brought back to the surface for more ammunition.  Finding a way to be calm and talk and not let it come out the wrong way.  Too often we get our friends involved in the worst way – “You will not believe what he said to me last night…”  or “You will not believe what a jerk she was last night…”  Our friends help us to see the worst in the other and build up our worst impressions and this is the beginning of more troubles and maybe the end of the relationship.  Every couple I have ever talked to as their marriage was struggling; the issue in their relationship about talking is the basis of the trouble.  I am taking a moment to think and really I can not think of one time when a lack of communication was not the start of the ending for the couple.  

What does this all have to do with the Fourth Sunday of Advent?  We are waiting and Christmas is almost here.  I think of how we deal with each other.  Over the last few weeks I got to thinking about what “gifts” we can give that really matter.  Jesus said again and again that the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Jesus hardly ever talked about getting into Heaven and Salvation.  He talked again and again that how we deal with each other is what God cares about.  When He forgave sins He sent people back to their families and friends to try to live again with the love and forgiveness of God in their heart.  The best place to see God present is in the person sitting next to you; right now.  Regardless of who that is – God is present in them in ways that are unlike anywhere else in the world.  God loves that person so much that He died for them.  How can we turn our noses up at that person when God changed the universe so that that person could find salvation?  How can we let those that we love go through even one day without our love when they are showered with the love of God?  That is the present that God gave to all of us – let’s make that gift part of our Christmas celebration this year.
