Homily for December 12, 2021
Icons of Gentleness

On December 121" 1531 a Mexican Mestizo peasant named Juan Diego acted upon a request
from the Blessed Virgin Mary who had at first appeared to him on December 9" 1531. He was
to gather up roses (which by the way do not bloom in December) that were on Tepeyac Hill,
where the apparition occurred and take them to the Bishop as evidence our Lady’s request that a
shrine be built on that site was genuine. Upon gaining an audience with the Bishop, St Juan
Diego unfolded his tilma and miraculously the Image of our Lady of Guadalupe was on the
cactus fibre garment.

| want to suggest to you today, that this image is the most remarkable icon in the world because
it was drawn by our Lady and since 1531 it has been viewed by millions of people.

On this third Sunday of Advent when priests wear rose colour vestments it is a special point of
celebration to mark as well, our Lady of Guadalupe. This day in the Liturgical Calendar has a
special name: Gaudete Sunday. “Gaudete” is the Latin word for Rejoice and its theme is taken
from today’s Epistle, Philippians 4:4-5:

Rejoice in the Lord always; again, I will say, Rejoice. ° Let your gentleness be known to
everyone. The Lord is near.?

Joy is associated with a quality described here as “gentleness”. | would like to suggest that the
image of our Lady captures this quality of gentleness and that on this third Sunday of Advent we
are invited to be living icons of gentleness. What is an icon? We know this word as it relates to
all those images on our desk top allowing us to access programmes on our computers. However,
the word icon is also used to describe depictions of Jesus, Mary and the Saints. They are artistic
invitations that beckon us to draw close to the Company of Heaven.

Let’s think about the association between the adjective “gentleness” and “icon”. If a computer
icon allows us to access the complex systems contained on its hardware, and a religious icon
allows us to draw close to God through beautiful images; when displaying gentleness, we are
living images, icons, allowing people to access the grace and presence of the Lord through us.

As we choose to be living images of God through exhibiting gentleness, we will know joy
because the Lord is near.

Now think about joy and the nearness of the Lord in relation to Mary, the most complete icon of
gentleness imaginable. Remember what Gabriel said in greeting? “Hail, full of grace, the Lord
is with you” It is the nearness of God which makes the Virgin rejoice. And the nearness of the
Messiah will make the unborn John the Baptist show forth his joy in the womb of Elizabeth. And
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the Angel will say to the shepherds: “Be not afraid; for behold, | bring you good news of a
great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day a Saviour”

When the Lord is near there is joy. Listen again to these verses from our Zephaniah reading:

Sing aloud, O daughter Zion;
shout, O Israel!
Rejoice and exult with all your heart,
O daughter Jerusalem!?

Why this rejoicing and exaltation? The answer:

“The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst”.

Twice mention is made of the Lord being “in the midst” of His people. Because of this the
people exult and God rejoices. When we are icons of gentleness it delights the Lord and we will
know his nearness. We could therefore narrow down the theme of this Sunday into one sentence:

Joy is to be very close to Jesus; to be joyless is to be distant from him.
But how then do we come to know this joy? By learning to live practically the way of gentleness.

There is a kind of icon that is called a Tryptic that is divided into three panels as it represents a
unified theme.

In today’s Gospel John the Baptist paints a tryptic of gentleness thus showing us with simplicity
how we are to be icons displaying that the Lord is near. His council calls us to see how at the
Banquet of God’s Love it is in serving others we will come to know the joy of gentleness.

Three groups of people are drawn to John the Baptist; the crowd, the tax collectors and soldiers

The crowd learns that joy comes from living generously; the tax collectors from living honestly
and the soldiers from living justly. When we are cultivating the way of generosity, honesty and
justice we will be increasingly icons of gentleness.

Generosity is expressed especially by being icons of gentleness towards the poor. St. John the
Baptist says to the crowd:

Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do
likewise.?
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There is this beautiful verse from Proverbs 19:17 that states John’s words this way:
He who is kind to the poor lends to the LoRD, and he will repay him for his deed.

Why is this kind of generosity so important? It shows how close we are to the Lord and we will
be repaid with the dividend of joy.

Honesty is expressed in dealing fairly with others in business. The tax collectors of the first
century we notorious crooks who were only concerned in feeding themselves. The most famous
biblical tax collector of them all, Zacchaeus, experienced a profound change of heart when Jesus
drew near to him coming into his home. He became known for his gentleness as he resolved:

“Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have defrauded any one of
anything, I restore it fourfold.”

He did, and then some, what St. John counseled when he said:
Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”

The third quality to add to generosity, and honesty in our tryptic of gentleness is justice. What is
justice? It is to treat people with respect and dignity, something the soldiers to whom John was
speaking probably didn’t do. These men were known as the Judean police who assisted the tax

collectors in getting people to “pay up”.*

To them the Baptist says:

Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your
wages.®

We could put this another way. Don’t shake anyone down and live contently.

As we move closer to the great celebration of Christmas, when we rejoice that Jesus is with us, |
would like to invite you to consider how are you living as an icon of gentleness as you cultivate
the virtues of generosity, honesty and justice.

Where would you like to grow in becoming ever more a gentle man or gentle woman?
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