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2nd Sunday of Advent/10th Sunday after 
the Holy Cross 2013 

Last Sunday I asked that we reflect on the nature of Christian hope in God’s faithfulness 

as we journey through the Advent Sunday.  Today I would like us to think a bit about 

newness as a characteristic both of God and of our life in the Church.  It is a central 

feature of our trust in the God of Israel and the God revealed in Jesus that this God is 

both ready and willing to spring surprises on us by regularly bringing into being what is 

wholly new.  While in the Church we sometimes have our eyes steadfastly fixed on the 

past, on what God has already done, on what has been, we also need to be absolutely 

clear that God is not bound to a repetition of past deeds.  God can always be up to new 

things, and our eyes need to be looking for and discerning what God is doing today in 

our midst and what God will be doing in the future. 

 

Those words from the prophet Isaiah [that we heard in today’s first reading and which 

are] so closely associated with the Advent and Christmas seasons, “On that day, a 

shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse, and from his roots a bud shall blossom”, 

embody this sense of the newness that God can bring about.  In its original context, this 

image of a shoot coming out of a stump, out of a cut-down tree, expressed the hope of 

the prophet about the restoration of Israel and of Israel’s royal house in the context of 

an assault against Jerusalem and the invasion of Israel by the Assyrian Empire.  What 

Isaiah was saying is that, despite however bad the political situation actually is for 

Israel, God can still do new things, wonderful things.  He can bring forth new life again- 

like a sprout, a bud coming out of an old, hacked-down tree.   
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The Old Testament prophets’ confidence in God as the God who acts within history for 

the salvation of his people did not arise from some facile optimism or wishful thinking.  It 

was forged in the fire of disaster and disappointment, from an experience of both 

apparent abandonment by God and yet a deep sense of God’s continuing care. 

 

This confidence of the prophets in what the living God can do is carried through into the 

New Testament.  When John the Baptist appeared in the desert announcing that the 

Kingdom God is at hand, like the ancient prophet Isaiah, he was trying to get people to 

accept that God was on the move again, that God did not just belong to the past, but 

that something new was happening- the Kingdom was just around the corner, he kept 

on saying.  And when Jesus then appeared on the scene, his entire life and work was 

about allowing this newness of the Kingdom to spread out and touch the lives of people. 

The gospel reading in the Byzantine Liturgy today is about just this- about a woman who 

had been bent-over for eighteen years but who now is freed  from her disability by 

Jesus and is given  new life.   

 

“By his coming,”  St. Irenaeus of Lyons said, “Christ has brought with him all newness”. 

This is the message of the gospel for us in our own day- that Jesus is able to renew 

even our lives and our communities.  He can break through the dull categories with 

which we often enclose him and he can amaze us with a creativity and a freshness that 

can get through doors that we have often tried to slam tightly shut. 
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The idea of God doing new things can, of course, be somewhat problematic for us 

Christians, especially for us Catholics who rightly value our Tradition and the long 

historical path that has brought us to where we are today.  But we, no less than God’s 

People in Jesus’ day, can become rather fixated on the past as if it were the absolute 

criterion for how God will always act and for what God will do with us and to us in our 

own day.   Pope Francis in his recent Apostolic Exhortation, The Joy of the Gospel, has 

warned against those who “feel superior to others because they observe certain rules or 

remain intransigently faithful to a particular Catholic style from the past.  A supposed 

soundness of doctrine or discipline”, he said, “leads instead to a narcissistic and 

authoritarian elitism”, and the “life of the Church can be turned into a museum piece” 

(94, 95).  The Pope seems to be saying in quite strong terms that the Spirit of God 

cannot be buried in a particular liturgy, or tradition, or place, or discipline, or set of 

ideas, because God is forever breaking out of the prisons in which we try to contain Him 

and bursting out of the categories in which we entomb Him.  

 

It seems to me that our difficulty with newness in the Church is often rooted in a 

perfectly understandable, but misplaced, sense of loyalty.  What I mean by that is this: 

When we are given a glimpse of God, or experience of “the Other”, or have a sense of 

the divine, whether in the form of an ancient liturgy, or in the songs and words of a 

1960s social justice Mass, or in the quiet of a centering prayer circle, or through a 

theology that speaks to our hearts- wherever and however the divine presence is met- 

our being touched by God came through that particular medium.  But the truth is that the 

divine presence is not that medium.   
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There is, however, an almost inescapable human tendency to want to localize God, to 

contain or limit God, to the places and things and ideas and styles through which we 

have encountered the divine.  We want to absolutize them, and so we often develop an 

intense loyalty towards those things almost as if they were God, and then often we get 

stuck right there.   We keep on looking back to those past experiences as if they are the 

finished and the final way God wants to meet us, and we find it hard to imagine that God 

might actually be wanting to do something new with us and to us right now.    

 

That’s why, I think, lots of people heard John the Baptist’s message about God’s 

Kingdom being just around the corner, but couldn’t digest it because it didn’t fit into what 

they had already known.  And that’s why when Jesus healed the bent-over woman and 

gave her newness of life, the synagogue rulers became indignant because Jesus had 

done it on the Sabbath and so profaned the received Law.  This is the same problem 

that we often have in the Church today and which Pope Francis was getting at when he 

wrote that there are in the Church those who “feel superior to others because they 

observe certain rules or remain intransigently faithful to a particular Catholic style from 

the past.  A supposed soundness of doctrine or discipline leads instead to a narcissistic 

and authoritarian elitism”. 

 

If God can cause a bud to sprout out of a sawn-off tree trunk and if God can cause an 

old woman to stand up straight again and praise her Creator and Redeemer, what is he 

doing new right now, today, in our midst to us and for us?  The season of Advent is a 

time to reflect on this, to reflect on both the “newness” that Christ has already brought 
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but also the “newness” that is still to come.  Advent, although it doesn’t often seem this 

way, is a season for repudiating the seduction of nostalgia, that nostalgia that cuts us off 

from the challenge of the present by turning our longing backwards to the irrecoverable 

and unrealizable past.   

 

Whenever religion, of whatever description, begins to tell us or to suggest to us that 

God’s action and presence and power really belong to the past- whether that past is 9th-

century Byzantium, or 13th-century medieval Rome, or 1960s Woodstock and Folk 

Masses- we know that idolatry has set in.  We may, of course, well prefer to have a God 

who is controllably locked in to the past, because when God is there we can safely 

objectify Him, manipulate Him for our own purposes, and insulate ourselves against the 

unpredictability of the divine challenge in the present- and God, if the prophets and 

Jesus are correct, is always up to new things.  Advent keeps reminding us that God is 

not done with either us or this world, that things are not finished, and that buds can still 

grow out of sawn-off tree trunks. 

 

 


