
Advent II 

Cycle C, 12.5.18 
Baruch 5:1-9/Philippians 1:4-6/Luke 3:1-6 

A WORLD WE AWAIT…                                 
A WORLD WE CAN CREATE 

A simple act of kindness can 
dissolve centuries of horrible 
stereotypes. A few years ago, a Muslim 
congregation in Reston, Virginia, had 
outgrown its facilities and was looking 
for a place to meet for evening prayers 
during Islam's holy month of Ramadan.  
When a Jewish synagogue heard that 
the Muslim congregation was looking 
for space, they offered the use of its 
hall.  The synagogue was not just 
tolerant but welcoming to its Muslim 
neighbors.  Members of the mosque 
greeted their Jewish neighbors with the 
Hebrew greeting Shalom, and the 
synagogue community responded with 
its Arabic equivalent Salaam.  The rabbi 
spoke at the Islamic community's Friday 
afternoon prayers; the imam spoke at 
Friday evening Shabbat services. 

 
The relationship has grown 

between the two congregations. The 
Muslim community has been invited to 
continue holding their Friday prayers at 
the synagogue.  The rabbi and imam 
planned a trip together to the Middle 
East.  The imam, who grew up in the 
Sudan, said that he had never met a Jew 
until he moved to the U.S. in his 20s, nor 
had he ever imagined having a close 
relationship with a rabbi.  His 

congregation's experience with the 
synagogue had shattered stereotypes.  
One member of the Muslim 
congregation said, "I will not look at the 
Jewish people the same." The rabbi said 
the relationship works both ways.  "You 
really only get to know someone when 
you invite them into your home . . . you 
learn to recognize their faces.  You learn 
the names of their children."  
   Consider this experience 
compared to an alarming experience in 
Switzerland a few years ago, when 58 
percent of Swiss voters approved a ban 
on the building of new minarets. The 
minaret is the tower attached to a 
Muslim place of worship from which 
worshippers are called to prayer, 
something like the bell tower on a 
Christian church. When the minaret 
referendum was proposed by the 
conservative Swiss People’s Party, no 
one took it seriously, thinking that it 
would be easily defeated and become a 
symbol of Swiss open-mindedness. 

 
Hardly any publicity was fielded against 
the initiative. As a result, the streets 
were dominated by the proponents’ 
posters which showed a veiled woman 
in front of a forest of minarets that 
looked like missiles. The truth is that 
minarets had never been a problem in 
Switzerland. There were only four in the 
entire country, some of which had been 
standing for decades. Unlike the Jewish 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/30/world/europe/30swiss.html?_r=1&scp=3&sq=minarets&st=cse
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/30/world/europe/30swiss.html?_r=1&scp=3&sq=minarets&st=cse
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and Muslim congregations in Virginia 
who got to know one another 
personally, the average Swiss citizen has 
no real contact with Islam. They don’t 
know the names of their Muslim 
neighbors’ children. Most people 
encounter Islam only through the news 
media, which don’t report on the 
ordinary lives of Muslims in their 
country but focus on terrorist attacks 
and images of violence and destruction. 
The warlike face of extremist Islam 
obliterates the lives of everyday 
Muslims who practice a religion of 
hospitality and tolerance. 

This was the core of Wednesday 
evening’s Town Hall discussion on Inter-
religious Dialogue. I was out of town at 
a seminar and couldn’t participate, but I 
watched the recording which you can 
access on our parish website and I 
encourage you to do so. Official 
representatives of the three religions – 
Judaism, Islam and Christianity – spoke 
about their religion’s core beliefs. One 
parishioner told me: Their answers to 
the first question about the essence of 
their religion revealed a harmony of 
world view: love, peace, justice, mercy. 

 Another parishioner, reflecting 
on his experience of the evening’s 
dialogue, said: Often we're only exposed 
to caricatures of Islam and Judaism, 
especially within the media, without 
knowing actual people who are Muslim 
or Jewish and who live out their faith 
with integrity on a day-to-day basis. One 
of the avenues towards greater peace 
and accord then is to understand other 
faith perspectives from the lived 
experiences of real people who are also 
our neighbors in Contra Costa county. 
This certainly seems like it could be a 
springboard for further interfaith 

engagement and conversation. 
Each member of the panel was 

asked what was the most hurtful 
misconception about their religion. 
Rabbi Peretz representing Judaism 
spoke about the long history of 
persecution of the Jews by Christians, 
even in the public prayer of the Church 
on Good Friday when there was a 
petition praying for the conversion of 
the “perfidious Jews.” Quari Saheb 
Ibrahim representing Islam decried the 
media portrayal of all Muslims as 
terrorists. Deacon Dan Nevares 
representing Christianity spoke about 
the pain that many experience because 
of the clergy sexual abuse scandal, 
when people ask: “How can you still be 
a part of that Church?” Also, the pain 
that priests feel when they are looked 
down upon because of the sins of a 
minority of clergy. Stereotyping and 
over-generalizing about each of these 
three religions leads to 
misunderstanding and even hatred. In 
the small group discussions there was a 
desire to continue such dialogue in 
order to work for mutual 
understanding, an end to religious 
discrimination and common pursuit of 
the goals of each religion to create a 
world of harmony and peace. 

Advent's "highway" for our God 
is built one smooth stone of kindness 
and understanding at a time.  There are 
so many wastelands and barren places 
into which we can bring the life of God, 
so many crooked roads that we can 
transform into highways through our 
charity and forgiveness, our sense of 
humility and gratitude.  The work of 
Advent is to bring light to the dark 
chasms of ignorance, to fill in the valleys 
of poverty and want, to make low the 
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mountains of injustice, to straighten 
roads made impassable because of 
mistrust and hatred. The prophet 
Baruch proclaims a vision:  

 
Up, Jerusalem! stand upon the heights; 
look to the east and see your children 
gathered from the east and the west at 
the word of the Holy One, rejoicing that 
they are remembered by God. The wider 
expanse of that vision isn’t limited to 
the people of the First Covenant, the 
Israelites of old. It is a vision to inspire 
all God’s children. 
 Advent is our annual wake-up 
call to look beneath the glitter of the 
season to deeper realities. There’s no 
reason you and I can’t use the 
commercial trappings of this time of the 
year to remind ourselves of the deep 
spiritual needs we all have. The lights 
and colors can remind us to look after 
the beauty and light in our soul and in 
the souls of those we encounter, no 
matter how different they may appear 
to us. The emphasis of giving gifts can 
remind us that the power of a gift is not 
in its cost, but the spirit, the care and 
the friendship it represents. Even the 
loneliness of this holiday time for some 
reminds us of the things that really 
matter and how we can make changes 
in our life that will center us on love of 
God and neighbor. It’s so easy to lose 
our bearing and scramble the proper 
order of values. What’s important gets 
shunted to the side and what’s minor 
becomes too central to us. 

 Advent calls us to recalibrate our 
compass, clean our moral lens, and re-
boot our spiritual life by following the 
light of the Gospel. What will it be like 
when Baruch and John the Baptist’s 
vision of repentance, peace and justice 
become reality? 

 
What wounds are we carrying around? 
What prejudices prevent us from 
reaching out to others or from asking 
forgiveness? What boundaries and walls 
have we erected in our own minds that 
block the rays of God’s all-embracing 
Son from shining on us? Imagine how 
our world would be if we followed the 
prophet Baruch’s invitation to set aside 
our robe of bitterness and mourning; 
and place on our shoulders instead the 
cloak of justice and love. This is the 
world we await in Advent… this is the 
world we can create every day. 

John Kasper, OSFS 
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