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Homily for 11/28/2021   Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 
First Sunday of Advent 

Evangelization as Invitation, the Sign of Peace 
 

Every year we get a new start. We begin again to re-live the mysteries of faith in a new liturgical year and it starts 
with the first of four Sundays of a season we call ‘Advent’ or the ‘Coming of the Lord’. At this time of year, I have 
usually found it fitting to introduce a new theme for my preaching and for the life of the parish. This year I have 
discerned the theme of Evangelization as Invitation. The Holy Spirit prompted this theme most especially as we 
return from the chaos and division that has ensued as a result of the world-wide pandemic. Many people have been 
scattered and isolated and we are being called to gather back together and reach out to invite the members of the 
Body of Christ who have been scattered so that they can experience the divine mysteries of faith. This is, of course, 
the work of evangelization. Telling the Good News. It is also proven, time and again, to be done most effectively 
through one-on-one interactions and a personal invitation. It can be as simple as a greeting after Mass, a phone call, 
a visit to say, “I see you, I value you, and you matter to me.” This is an essential part of evangelization. The greatest 
commandment comes in two parts – Love God with all your heart, mind and soul, and love your neighbor as 
yourself. Our faith is not just an isolated relationship with God. It involves the people all around us. The great 
commission Jesus gives his disciples is to go out to all the earth and proclaim the Good News. This also is done in 
two parts. First, we have to know the Good News ourselves; then we have to share it with everyone. The Good 
News is simply this:  you are loved with an infinite love. As the Apostle John says, 1 John 4: “In this is love: not that 
we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as expiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we 
also must love one another.” This reality between love of God and love of neighbor is expressed in a poignant way 
in the traditional sign of peace. First, the peace is given to us, “Peace be with you.” This is the peace that only God 
can give. It is not our peace, and it is not peace the way the world can give it. Then, once we have received “His 
peace”, we share it with our neighbor. What we give is not ourselves, but rather the gift that we ourselves have 
received. This is the meaning and backdrop of the sign of peace in the Sacred Liturgy.  
 
As you may recall, I addressed this issue in 2018 in my pastor’s notes. At that point, we had moved the sign of 
peace, as per Pope Francis’ suggestion, to the beginning of Mass. Since the coronavirus began affecting our 
community, we have simply omitted the practice altogether. 
 
Prompted by parishioners who have asked, as well as having gone through a consultative process with the Parish 
Pastoral Council, I have discerned that beginning this First Sunday of Advent we will re-introduce the Sign of Peace 
during Mass. This gives us an opportunity to live out in a concrete way the invitation to share the Good News. 
After the priest extends the peace of Christ to the whole congregation, the deacon will say, “Let us offer each other 
the sign of peace,” as an invitation. This will be for us an opportunity to fulfill the greatest commandment: first, to 
love God with all our heart, mind, and soul, and second, to love our neighbor even as ourselves. (Matthew 22:35-
40)  
 
Now, unfortunately, this is a somewhat controversial topic for a number of reasons, chief among them being the 
grave misunderstanding of what this ritual gesture is and what it is not. This is not a time for self-expression. 
Unfortunately, many have mistaken this mystical gesture to be a time of revelry meant to be an outward sign of 
human peace. But this is not a time of exchanging merely human sentiments, but rather to exchange with one 
another the peace we have received from Christ. In 2014 the Congregation for Divine Worship issued a circular 
letter on the ritual expression of the Gift of Peace at Mass in order to curtail these misuses of this sacred sign in the 
midst of the Holy Sacrifice. Now, on top of those directions, we have the added weight of rethinking our social 
interactions in light of the pandemic, which necessitated certain prescribed practices, such as social distancing.  
The true meaning of the sign of peace is to express ecclesial communion and mutual charity in the Peace of Christ 
before communicating in His Body and Blood. This is indicated in the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 
“82. The Rite of Peace follows, by which the Church asks for peace and unity for herself and for the whole human 
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family, and the faithful express to each other their ecclesial communion and mutual charity before communicating 
in the Sacrament.” 
 
What it doesn’t mean is that this is a time for camaraderie or social visits. This is the mistaken notion that has led 
many in the Church to be very averse to this very horizontal expression at a time when we are supposed to be in the 
presence of the Divine. Our Lord and Savior does link love of God and love of neighbor together, and so it is not 
inappropriate for us to express ecclesial communion with one another and mutual charity with our fellow man 
before we commune with the Divine. However, we must avoid all signs of fraternization that appear banal or too 
disruptive of the sacred moment. To this end, the General Instruction continues, “As for the sign of peace to be 
given . . . It is, . . ., appropriate that each person offer the sign of peace only to those who are nearest and in a sober 
manner.” From this, we can clearly exclude all exuberant expressions of the sign of peace that have been rightly 
critiqued in the past, such as high fives, back slapping, and other chit-chat that would take place. Likewise, it 
excludes the practice of wandering from your pew and trying to greet as many people as possible. This is not a time 
of greeting and socializing; it’s a symbolic gesture of ecclesial communion and mutual charity before communicating 
with the Almighty God. To this end, I encourage the following manner of exchanging the sign of peace: that at the 
deacon’s invitation, each person would turn to the person nearest to them to the right and to the left, bowing 
towards them with a simple head bow, and if so desired, and in a subdued voice, exchange the dialogue, “Peace be 
with you,” and respond, “And with your spirit.” This contactless sign of peace should take only a moment and 
should not be prolonged, nor should it be seen as an invitation to greet everyone in your pew or everyone in your 
vicinity. The flashing of peace signs, high fives, backslaps, chit-chat, and other friendly gestures are not appropriate 
for this moment.  
 
Now, for sure, this should be a prompt in your heart to heed the call to evangelize through a resolution to make an 
invitation to your neighbor to draw closer to God through communion with you, a member of his body. Wisdom, 
be attentive! If you come to Mass merely with blinders on, to idly wait for your share and leave without your cup 
overflowing to your neighbor, you have missed the point of your call. “Ite Missa Est”, “Go forth, the Mass is 
ended”, is not a pious dismissal, but a great commission. You who have feasted are now hired into the vineyard to 
be co-workers in the truth. The truth is that you are loved with an everlasting love, that this love is infinite and 
capable of incorporating every soul of every creature through all time and space – yes, even ‘that’ one – and that this 
love has chosen you to be the interface of love to your neighbor, the stranger on the street, ‘that’ one, the soul most 
in need of His mercy. Here we discover anew the answer to all our longing:  we are made to be loved, and therefore 
to love. Stop trying to love God, and let Him love you; then go and do likewise. This is the meaning of life. This is 
the mystery of faith. Open your heart today to let Love with a capital L enter your heart and burn away all other lies 
of self-hatred, anger, pride, bitterness, and confusion. Then, once loved, attend to your neighbor with the same 
love. When you did it to these least of these, you did it to me. (Matthew 25) 
 
Our parish has discerned as part of our mission to be a parish full of actively engaged, invested, and committed 
followers of Christ living the fullness of the Catholic Faith. One concrete way this takes place is the way we interact 
with each other as we come through these doors. If God loves us with an infinite love, why would we not want to 
share that with our neighbor? How do you share this if you haven’t even introduced yourself? 
 
This Advent season I would like us then to re-introduce the sign of peace during the Holy Sacrifice, but then, at the 
appropriate moment when we have been sent forth to “Go in peace”, that we not be afraid to take up the task of 
inviting others to the rich feast of faith we experience! 
 


