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During this holy time of Advent the Church calls us to prepare ourselves and to wait in patience for the coming of the Saviour on Christmas Day. This call is interior, a call to the heart to prepare a way for the Lord and allow him to come to us in mystery. The texts of Sacred Scripture which the liturgy of this third Sunday of Advent set before us offer us an inspired context in which to prepare and wait for the Lord. They will speak to you, Sister Margaret, in a unique fashion as you make your first profession of religious vows. You might even see these words as God’s response to your desire to serve him in the consecrated religious life.

Advent and the colossal figure of John the Baptist are inseparable. He is both announcer and witness. The Baptist speaks eloquently of the One who would come after him, and whose greatness was such that he did not consider himself worthy to undo the strap of his sandal. John’s greatness lay in his humility. He was under no illusions as to his own real worth and he firmly resisted the temptation to pass himself off as the Messiah. John knew he could not go it alone; without Christ he would be incomplete. Sister Margaret, you will be unable to live out your religious vows on your own. Only a deep awareness of the presence of Christ and union with him - He who is always standing and waiting at your door - will enable you to make good what you promise.

The prologue of the Fourth Gospel spells out clearly the limits of John the Baptist’s mission from God: he was to be a witness to the light, not the light itself. The vocation of the Church, through each of its members, is to point out to others to the light of Christ. The Baptist today warns us against celebrity cult. We are called to reflect the light of Christ, who is always just behind us, walking in our footsteps. You, Sister Margaret, by your religious consecration will surely be a witness to the light, to bring others to faith in Christ in ways that you will never know. And by living out that gospel paradox so forcefully expressed by John, “He must increase, I must decrease” (Jn3:30), you will discover your true self.

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has anointed me” (Is.61:1), so Isaiah speaks of the Messiah. We have, all of us, received the Spirit of the Lord and been anointed both at our baptism and confirmation, therefore we share in the mission of the Messiah. That messianic charter  and its demands still stands as a challenge to the whole Church: to bring good news to the poor, bind up hearts that are broken, and proclaim that a new age of salvation has now dawned. Sister Margaret, these are elevated sentiments, perhaps even with something of the ideal about them. But by way of reassurance, take Paul’s comforting words to the Thessalonians to heart, and then you will not be far from the kingdom of God: “Be happy at all times; pray constantly; and for all things give thanks to God.” May God bless and sustain you in your noble endeavour!
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