
            

Advent II 
Cycle B, 12.6.20 

Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11/2 Peter 3:8-14/Mark 1:1-8 

FINDING OUR WAY 
IN THIS VALLEY OF TEARS 

One day a man on horseback came 
racing into a small town on the frontier. He 
yelled out, "Big Jake is coming!" All the 
townspeople were so terrified that they ran 
into their homes and bolted the doors. They 
sent the children to hide under their beds. 
In the saloon, the bartender was trying to 
board up his windows when all of a sudden 
his heart stopped. He saw the biggest man 
he had ever seen coming right in his 
direction. The man had strips of bullets 
draped across his chest and strapped to his 
legs were two of the biggest guns that the 
bartender had ever seen. The man was 
dressed in black, and he looked incredibly 
mean. He stepped up to the bar and said: 
"Get me a drink and make it quick." So, the 
bartender obeyed. The man downed the 
drink in one big gulp. So, the bartender said: 
"Would you like another drink?" But the 
man yelled back: "No! I don't have time. 
Haven't you heard? Big Jake is comin’". 

 
  
 

As soon as we think that our 
troubles are over, something more 
disastrous befalls us – like the new 
shutdown as the virus surges. Big Jake is 
just around the corner and he’s worse than 
you can imagine. The fear of future troubles 
can create a lot of pessimism. There’s a 
traditional Catholic prayer that I often pray 
at the bedside of someone who is dying, 
praying it aloud with the family as they 
keep vigil: the Memorare. It’s a good prayer 
to memorize if you don’t know it. It’s a 
prayer to Mary, asking her support and 
comfort in times of difficulty. Part of the 
prayer says: To you do we cry, poor 
banished children of Eve; to you do we send 
up our sighs, mourning and weeping in the 
valley of tears. Sounds a little depressing – 
this “valley of tears” -- yet more often than 
not it’s an apt description of our lives in this 
violence-ridden, Corona-infected, poverty-
stricken, politically-divided unjust world of 
ours.  

 
The Advent theme of the wilderness 

reflects the lives of people who long for 
something more, who look ahead to a 
brighter day, who try to keep hope alive in 
the face of seemingly impossible situations. 
The scenario is the same, whether it’s the 
ancient Israelites assured by the prophet 
Isaiah that God will restore them and bring 
them home, or the poor and downtrodden 
of Jesus’ day who are roused by John the 
Baptist to prepare for the Lord’s coming, or 
the first communities of Christians 
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encouraged by Peter not to worry even 
though the Lord’s return is delayed. So, the 
scriptures today come to us as well, 
bringing words of welcome assurance, good 
news, bright promise. As people of faith, we 
believe that God can do the impossible, that 
God is in no way limited by the imaginings 
of the human mind and the consequences 
of human history. Our God is a God of 
surprises who acted in bold and unexpected 
ways in the past and whose grace is ever-
present to surprise us even now, even us 
who think that we have so much control 
over our lives and over our fate.  

Spending time with some of my 
priest friends is usually a good thing to do, 
but often our social gathering turns into a 
gripe session and finds us listing our 
complaints about our political situation or 
the institution of the Church and its 
hierarchy – our frustration with the 
Church’s refusal to face the harsh realities 
that are confronting us as the number of 
ordained ministers dwindles and the 
present ones age. In the midst of our 
moaning, one of my friends uttered words 
of inspired wisdom. He said: “Whatever 
change happens, it will happen in God’s 
time and in God’s design, and it will come in 
a surprising way.”  

 
I recalled some of the history of the Second 
Vatican Council fifty-five years ago. It was a 
completely unexpected event – called by a 

short fat churchman who walked with a 
waddle and won over hearts with his smile 
and his self-effacing sense of humor. He 
said: “Let’s open the windows and let in 
some fresh air.”  

No one ever expected Pope John XXIII to do 
anything bold and earth-shattering. He was 
elected by the curia as a ‘do-nothing’ pope, 
an interim leader after the long papacy of 
Pius XII. Yet he called the first universal 
church council in over a century and 
changed the face of the Church forever. 
“Whatever change happens, it will happen 
in God’s time and in God’s design, and it will 
come in a surprising way.” Once again, in 
our own time, the Holy Spirit has acted in 
surprising ways, bringing us the same bold 
and joyful spirit in the leadership of Pope 
Francis. Here is a man who is comfortable in 
his own skin and accepting of the human 
condition. His view of the world is realistic, 
his attitude is optimistic, and his spirituality 
is practical.  Each month he surprises us 
with new affirmation of our faith, clear 
glimpses of hope and tender expressions of 
love.  

Just two months ago, in October, a 
documentary called "Francesco" premiered 
at the Rome Film Festival. In it, filmmaker 
Evgeny Afineevsky interviewed Pope Francis 
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at length. He tackled many of the issues 
championed by Pope Francis - climate 
change, income inequality, interfaith 
relations and migrant rights. But the topic 
that sparked the most controversy was 
Pope Francis’ endorsement of civil unions 
for gay couples. In fact, it wasn’t the first 
time Francis had spoken in favor of such 
civil unions, but it was the clearest and the 
most empathetic. When Francis was 
archbishop of Buenos Aires, he opposed 
legislation to approve same-sex marriages, 
but he did support legal protection for the 
rights of gay couples which a civil union 
guarantees. So, the Pope has not changed 
church teaching, but he has certainly 
changed the pastoral tone with which the 
church approaches L.G.B.T. people.  

 
It was this change in tone that many of us 
have celebrated and in which we take great 
consolation, especially those of us who 
have family members, sons and daughters, 
dear friends who are gay and trying to live 
their lives with integrity and dignity. In the 
new documentary, the Pope’s words are 

paired with the story of Andrea Rubera, a 
gay man who adopted three children with 
his partner. He had told Pope Francis that 
he wanted to raise his children in the 
church but was worried their family would 
be rejected for having two fathers. The Holy 
Father didn’t offer his opinion on their 
family but urged them not to be afraid of 
going to church. He encouraged them to be 
honest with the pastor about their living 
situation. The family has now been part of 
that parish for three years. I trust that in 
our response to a similar family looking for 
a faith home they would find a welcome as 
compassionate and accepting as Pope 
Francis’. 

Like Pope Francis, our Advent task, 
especially now during these trying times, is 
to keep hope alive -- the daring hope that 
John the Baptist proclaimed in the 
wilderness, the hope that awaits the Day of 
the Lord, the hope which trusts that from 
the impossible God can work a new 
creation. In the meantime, we don’t stand 
around idle and wait for God to do 
something. St. Peter’s advice in today’s 
Epistle in right on: Conduct yourselves in 
holiness and devotion, wait for and HASTEN 
the coming of the day of God. How can you 
hasten the coming of the day of God?  How 
about if we all live each day as if we are on 
a mission from God. God has placed a group 
of people around you, given you a set of 
skills and gifts that are unique to you, a 
certain amount of wealth and talent to 
spend for the good of others. Believe firmly 
that you have a vocation – no matter what 
you do in life -- and live that vocation to the 
best of your ability. St. Francis de Sales said: 
Be who you are and be that well. This is the 
only world we will ever know. Make a 
difference in it.   

 John Kasper, OSFS 


