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Beginnings and endings are sometimes difficult to tell apart.

Which one is which often depends on which way we are looking:  
backwards or forwards.

Graduation from college is a perfect example---
it may be the end of formal education or the beginning of a career.

Thus, we call the ceremony involved:  “Commencement.”  

While something is ending, something is also beginning.

As we end the celebration of our parish’s 50th Anniversary Year, 

we begin the next 50 years.

As we end the year of 2008, a new beginning comes rushing around the corner 

with the dawning of 2009.

So, for us who believe, death is no more an ending than birth.

A pregnancy may end, but that means something else begins.

A life may end in death, but for believers, a new life then begins.

The opening of the Gospel of Mark is unique and significant.

In the very first verse, Mark announces a beginning; 
and to those rooted in the First Testament, there is a sudden parallel, 
a kind of connection that makes sense in what follows.
The first book of the Bible is called the Book of Beginnings, 
and the first word of Mark’s Gospel is all about beginning.

The connection between the two is no accident—
this message of Mark is about creation beginning again, but there is no ending:  
no ending to the Hebrew Scriptures, 
and Mark’s Gospel is notorious for having no ending.

It simply seems to stop or “pause.”

All of which makes some sense in this Advent Season 
when endings and beginnings seem to blur a bit because with the Creator God 
it’s always going to be about beginnings.

The Gospel of Mark begins with John the Baptist preparing the way for Jesus.

Jesus then comes on the scene, beginning his ministry in Galilee, 
proclaiming the gospel of God:  “This is the time of fulfillment.  
The kingdom of God is at hand.  Repent, and believe in the gospel.”
In the abrupt ending of Mark’s Gospel, the women at the tomb 
are given the good news of the resurrection and instructed to tell the other disciples that the Risen Lord is “going before you to Galilee.”

The ending of the Gospel is actually a new beginning, 
as the disciples return to where Jesus first began preaching the Gospel 
in order to meet him anew and to receive the good news of God’s reign anew.

There is a saying among those who work with groups and group process 
that it “begins before it begins.”
Fr. Ross, who has been doing group work and studying group process for decades would vouch for the fact that it “begins before it begins.”

Practically speaking, that means if a group is getting together at 9 a.m., 
then at 8:45 a.m. when some arrive, things are already happening.

It’s like that with Mass.

The Mass does not really begin with the opening song 
or when the priest invokes the Trinity in blessing.

Today’s Mass began when you focused on getting here, 
and what happened along the way has a great deal to do with how the Mass 
is going to go for all of us.

My parents, in their wisdom, knew how we as a family prepared for Mass 
would have a big effect on how we participated in Mass.

So, on the 10 minute drive from our home to the church’s front door, 
we would silently listen as the readings for the upcoming Mass 
were proclaimed by my mother.

The Word of God started to sink in and take root 
before we even arrived at the Liturgy of the Word at Mass.

Because with the celebration of the Mass, “things begin before they begin,” 
the ministers of hospitality are vitally important.

Greeters and ushers who welcome those coming to Mass

with a smile, a warm greeting, and an open door prepare the way for the Lord.

In fact, every single baptized person is automatically a minister of hospitality. 
Each one of us is charged with making others feel welcome in God’s house, 
so when someone slides into the pew next to you, 
give them a word of welcome and extend your hand in greeting.

It’s true---things begin before they begin.
Coaches and players know this to be true as well—the game on Saturday 
actually begins with practice on the Monday before game day.
All this speaks to something important for this season 
and something central to the message of John:  readiness, being prepared.
God brings about the new beginnings in our lives, but these new beginnings depend upon human response, upon our readiness to reply.
This interplay between the ongoing “first action” of God and our response 
is the story of our faith lives and of salvation history.

Look at the story of Mary of Nazareth, who becomes the Mother of God.

Things begin before they begin for Mary, 
Before she conceives the Son of God in her womb, 
the Spirit of God comes to Mary at her conception in her mother Anne’s womb 
to set her free from the power of original sin.

Tomorrow we celebrate in the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception

how God prepares Mary from the first moment of her life 
to become the dwelling place, the temple of God’s Son.

Yet God had to await Mary’s freely given response in order for a new creation 
to take place, in order for God to take human flesh.

God brought about this new beginning, but this new beginning also depended 
upon Mary’s fiat:  “Let it be done to me according to your word.”

The same holds true for we who are baptized with the Holy Spirit, 
given the new life of God in the waters of baptism.

In baptism, the Spirit of God sets us free from the power of original sin
so we might be temples of God’s Son, who comes to take our flesh.
By faith, we bring Him to birth today, 
but this new beginning depends upon our response in faith, saying YES to God, surrendering our lives into God’s hands daily.

Our readiness for a life in Christ is measured by our desire 
for ongoing conversion of mind and heart, a willingness to change and be changed.

The weariness and dullness of a life lived for puny pleasures
has little hope for a beginning.

A past that is intolerable because of its desperate shallowness, loneliness, and emptiness drives people to the desert, where a voice still cries out:  “Be Ready!”

Not for Christmas on December 25th, but for a beginning 
that will satisfy our deepest desires and longings, and find us ready to begin again:  new and whole, clean and pure, holy and faithful.

This kind of readiness needs an uncommon openness, a freedom, 
a willingness to be surprised, to discover that just when we thought 
everything was over, it was really just beginning.

Just when we thought we might be finished, we had really just begun.

Now that would be really good news.

