
            

 
 

Advent III 
Cycle A, 12.10.22 

Isaiah 35:1-6,10/James 5:7-10/Matthew 11:2-11 
STANDING WITH CHRIST 
AT THE CROSSROADS 

70th Anniversary of St. Perpetua Church • 
Lafayette, California 

 
On the first Sunday of Advent, a 

melancholy gray day in Toledo, I sat at the 
desk in my new digs at the Oblate residence. 
Temperatures were falling and so was a 
gentle snow, the first of an Ohio winter 
season that I hadn’t experienced for, oh, 
perhaps 40 years. I wasn’t sure what kind of 
music I wanted to listen to that would fit the 
mood, so I simply said: Alexa, play me some 
music. Imagine my surprise when “California 
Dreamin’” by the Mamas and the Papas 
came on. All the leaves are brown… and the 
sky is gray. But when the next song she 
played for me was “If you’re goin’ to San 
Francisco, be sure to wear some flowers in 
your hair” – well, I know that Alexa isn’t a 
real person, but for a few moments there, I 
did wonder if she was a mind reader or a 
clairvoyant. And then I knew I had to come 
and join in your (our) parish celebration. 

 
I’m grateful for Fr. Macalinao’s invitation to 
be here tonight as you mark the occasion of 
the 70th anniversary of St. Perpetua Parish, 
founded in 1952 when Lafayette, now a 
bustling commuter town, was truly an 
agricultural village, with pear orchards and 
small farms and cattle. Back then Sweet 
Drive didn’t exist and the population of 

Lafayette was around 5,000. Mr. Ollie 
Hamlin donated the land on which the 
church was built and wouldn’t he be 
overwhelmed today if he were here to see 
what you have made of the dirt hillside that 
he offered as a legacy to future generations. 
With humility before God, we give thanks for 
the determination and the creativity, the 
dedication and the financial resources that 
you and the generations before you offered 
for the glory of God and the building up of 
the Church in this little corner of Contra 
Costa Country and the Diocese of Oakland. 

 
That time back in the 1950s saw a town at 
the crossroads, with our country and our 
world still emerging from World War II. 
Much was changing. The GI Bill provided 
money for veterans to attend college, to 
purchase homes and buy farms. Postwar 
affluence was beyond imagining, but mostly 
for white Americans. African Americans, 
other ethnic groups and women became 
more aggressive in trying to win their civil 
and constitutional rights. Henry J. Kaiser, 
industrialist and father of American 
shipbuilding, as well as the man who 
developed Kaiser Permanente, the world’s 
first health care organization, lived in 
Lafayette at the beginning of the 50’s when 
St. Perpetua Church was being built. Our 
country as well as the Church itself were at a 
crossroads, expanding and growing, finding 
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its way from a ghetto-mentality to a boom in 
population, education and industrialization. 
Many of us here can situate our origins as 
part of that “baby boomer” generation from 
1946-1964.  St. Perpetua Church and, ten 
years later, St. Perpetua School, have been 
part of that scene in Lafayette and 
Lamorinda from its very beginning, nurturing 
the faith and lives of all who gathered in this 
community they called their home. 

Our scriptures for the Third Sunday 
of Advent, paint us a picture of people at a 
similar crossroad. To despairing exiles, Isaiah 
speaks a hopeful vision. The desert blocking 
their way home will be transformed into 
blooming meadows. John the Baptist, 
riddled with doubt and languishing in 
Herod’s prison, this man of the desert and 
open spaces, now locked up, confronts his 
very own identity and the identity of the One 
he had proclaimed -- Jesus, the Messiah.  
John was a “culture warrior,” at odds with 
the wickedness he perceived in the world 
around him. His prediction and his plan for a 
cure, as we heard in last Sunday’s gospel, 
was a program of complete cleansing. He 
cried out: Even now the axe lies at the root 
of the trees. Every tree that does not bear 
good fruit will be cut down and thrown into 
the fire… the chaff will burn with 
unquenchable fire. John’s plan of action and 
his expectations for a savior were pretty 
stern; the rules were airtight. The drumbeat 
of a conquering army led by a Messiah-King 
was ringing in his ears, ready to vanquish the 
forces of evil. 

Now, from a distance, John is puzzled 
as he hears rumors about the messianic 
goings-on of Jesus – his table-fellowship with 
outcasts and sinners -- not at all what John 
anticipated. So, he sends his followers to flat 
out ask Jesus: Are you the one who is 
coming? Or should we be looking for 
someone else? In his typical style, Jesus 

doesn’t answer with a Yes or a No. He simply 
tells them to tell John what they’ve 
witnessed: Blind people are seeing. Lame 
people are walking. Lepers are being 
cleansed. The dead are being raised to life. 
And the poor are hearing the good news. And 
God bless you if you’re not upset by what I’m 
doing. 

What Jesus is doing is creating a dilemma for 
John, the culture warrior, and putting him in 
the crossroad where John must now 
confront his assumptions, change his mind 
and proclaim, not the Warrior-King, but the 
gentle Lamb of God. He must be a bearer of 
the Good News of Jesus whose open door is 
wide and whose mission is mercy. Just so, 
that mercy remains at the heart of the 
Church’s work today. Whether or not that’s 
the script people and even leaders want us 
to follow, that’s the way we’ve got to go, 
because it’s the way of Jesus. 

On a personal note, I’ve been 
standing, or more like limping, at crossroads 
myself since I left here on July 7th. Many of 
my previous assumptions and 
preconceptions have been challenged since I 
underwent surgery and then took up 
residence for three months at an assisted 
living facility. Confined to a non-weight-
bearing cast and a wheelchair for the first 
two months, followed up with a clumsy boot 
and walker, the reality of slowing down and 
depending on others gave me pause to look 
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at people differently, more 
compassionately, with a greater insight into 
the truth that we are each a human being 
before we’re a human doing. 

 
At Rosary Care Center I met Sr. Patricia 
Taube. Pat is a Franciscan nun who worked 
in West Virginia as a prison and hospital 
chaplain until a deadly blood poisoning 
required the amputation of her arms up to 
her elbows and both legs to her knees in 
order to save her life. I was captivated by her 
gentle smile, the way she faced each day 
courageously. She used her prosthetic arms 
and hands so adeptly and without shame, 
and she taught classes in spirituality to 
women’s groups. I had to spend time with 
her just to be in the presence of someone
 with so much faith and patience. 
What at first seemed to me a parched land 
of a life, was truly a life blooming with 
abundant flowers, just like Isaiah’s dream for 
those despairing exiles. Sr. Pat was a model 
of Christian discipleship. So many others 
whom I encountered in that brief stay taught 
me that God is at work in our lives even 
when hope wanes and all seems lost. 

What about you in your personal 
life? in your family life? in the life of this 
parish as you mark a 70th Anniversary of 
being Church? What are the crossroads that 
confront you and beckon you to be 
transformed? Pope Francis has placed the 
universal Church at a major crossroad, hasn’t 

he? Guiding us by his own example to a more 
open Church, he is renewing and 
reinvigorating the Spirit of Vatican II. 
Dioceses around the world, including your 
own, held synodal meetings – listening 
sessions with average, everyday 
parishioners. Many of you participated in the 
sessions held here at St. Perpetua. In his 
official Diocesan role, Fr. Jimmy helped to 
facilitate that process of interaction for all 
the parishes. The final summaries of the 
dialogue not only locally but globally, have 
been collected and collated in preparation 
for two global synods in Rome in 2023 and 
2024. 

 
Those reports indicate that 

participants demand greater roles for 
women, a warmer welcome for LGBTQ 
Catholics and greater attention to the plight 
of the poor. Over and over, Catholics 
criticized how leadership has polarized and 
politicized the Church. And yet, participants 
of the synod sessions held on to the hope 
that a new generation will be energized for 
change and growth, that we will expand the 
tent and reach out, especially to the 
marginalized and the outcast. Your own 
executive summary of the listening sessions 
held here states clearly, amid all the 
challenges, an echo of the hope that we find 
in the Word of God:  People find joy at St. 
Perpetua with its shared faith and values and 
support of one another in joy and in difficult 
times….  Parishioners live out their faith in 
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daily life, embodying Jesus’ message of love 
and compassion. 

I’m so proud to have been a part of 
this parish and community for many of those 
seventy years of your existence. I’m grateful 
for the colleagues, staff and parishioners I’ve 
known who have shown me the face of God 
and the love of Christ. I’m thankful for 
Bishop Cummins who first invited me to 
minister here and to Fr. Frank Houdek of 
happy memory and the Jesuit, Paulist and 
Franciscan clergy who have assisted over the 
years and my fellow Oblates who loved to 
visit here and enjoy the California 
experience and the warmth of this 
community. 

Yes, you have accomplished a lot in seven 
decades for which to be proud. But the Word 
of God reminds us of the deeper truth of our 
faith. God loves us and cherishes us not 
because of our accomplishments, not 
because of what we do, but because of what 
God does and has done and will do. God has 
loved us into being; God walks with us, even 
when our walking is feeble or labored; God 
continues to sustain us on every path we 
take, every journey we make, and he is with 
us at our crossroads.  

On this 70th Anniversary, 
may the praise, honor and glory 

be given to You, O God, 
both now and forever. 

Let the Church say: AMEN! 
John Kasper, osfs 


