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Advent 4 December 18, 2022 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 

Gather 

In February of 1747, Alejandro Colindres was returning home from doing some 
agricultural work northeast of Tegucigalpa, Honduras.  He had gone on the insistence of 
his wife, and had taken his 8-year-old son with him.  Nightfall caught them before they 
arrived home, so they decided to sleep on the trail.  In the middle of the night, Colindres 
woke up with a sharp pain in his side.  He fished for it in the dark, and threw it away. 
He settled in to sleep again, but then the pain returned.  Curious, he took a closer look. 
He was holding a small image of the Virgin Mary.  He put her in his bag and slept the 
rest of the night. 

Upon returning home, he set her up in a shrine in his house, where she remained for 20 
years.  His house became a place of pilgrimage, such that in 1777 a shrine was built for 
her nearby.  I can imagine how that went, for it is so common in Latin America.  A 
movement emerges organically from among the people, so, they take it to the powers that 
be, who may or may not be sympathetic.  The degree to which they are not, the local 
people scrape and scrimp and make it happen anyway.  It is a popular shrine, built by the 
people.  It quickly became the center of veneration of the Blessed Mother throughout the 
region.  Miracles began to occur, especially healings, and she took on a national 
importance. 

In 1954, the Roman Catholic church built a basilica in her honor, just a stone's throw 
from the original church.  It is large and spacious, decorated with beautiful green Italian 
marble and a whole set of enormous stained-glass windows illustrating events in the life 
of Mary according to Roman Catholic Marian theology.  The people of the area tell the 
story that when the basilica was first opened, the diminutive statue was enthroned there in 
great pomp and circumstance, but the next morning the priest in charge found that she 
was gone.  After much searching they found her in her usual place in the small church 
down the hill.  This happened several times, so that now she resides there, except on high 
feast days, especially February 3rd, when her presence is required up the hill at the big 
church.  She wants to be with her people, is what the commoners of the area say. 

The thing about Suyapa is that she gathers the people.  She pokes Colindres in the back to 
get his attention.  She galvanizes a grassroots movement that erects a shrine to house their 
devotion.  When the higher-ups try to intervene, she makes it clear where her loyalties lie. 

Gather the people.  In the first lesson, King Ahaz is trembling in his boots with Israel and 
Aram right outside Jerusalem’s walls.  He is tempted to appeal to Assyria for back-up, for 
they are the only military power in the area strong enough to make a difference.  As he is 
considering this, Isaiah arrives with another proposition:  Rely on the God of Israel.  
Ahaz doubts, so Isaiah offers the option of a sign to assure him.  His refusal is a hidden 
way of denial (I'm not going to tempt God because God might just show up, and my heart 
is secretly set on Assyria—get the symbolisms there...relying on the land of slavery for 
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freedom?)  So, God gives a sign:  A child will be born.  His name will symbolize God 
with us, God, the God of Israel, is making community with God's people.  What comes 
next in the text is exactly what is predicted.  Suddenly Babylon's armies just go away.  
Isaiah’s message is, “Gather around your God, Israel, the one who brought you up out of 
Egypt, the land of slavery, and brought you into the land of Promise, the land of 
liberation.” 
 
In the Gospel lesson, Mary and Joseph are planning to form a home, a sacred community 
in the Jewish faith and way of life.  When Mary is found to be pregnant, Joseph 
contemplates breaking the deal, separating, removing, splitting and dividing, so, Gabriel, 
the herald of all things incarnational, appears to him in a dream and reassures him.  Take 
Mary to be your wife, for the one coming is the fulfillment of the promise first fulfilled in 
Isaiah's day.  This will be a special child around which I will gather my people. 
 
The word for this Advent 4 is Gather.  If the Virgin of the Spring in Puerto Rico taught us 
to wake up, and the Virgin of the Rosary of Holy Water in Ecuador taught us to trust, and 
the Virgin of Guadalupe invites to see with new eyes what God is doing, then the Virgin 
of Suyapa calls us to gather as the Beloved Community. 
 
What does it mean to gather?  I've been reading a delightful book by Yann Martel 
published in 2001 called The Life of Pi.  It reminds me of the saying that all stories are 
true, and some of them actually happened.  This one didn't happen, but the truths 
reflected in it are universal.  In the story, a 16-year-old Indian boy finds himself adrift in 
the middle of the Pacific Ocean in a lifeboat with Richard Parker.  Richard Parker is a 
450 lb. Bengal tiger.  Knowing the threat the tiger is to him, he tries to devise ways of 
disposing of the menace, until he realizes that if he does, he will die of loneliness, for he 
has no one else, and if the tiger kills him the tiger will eventually die of starvation.  He 
realizes that he must keep the tiger alive, because the salvation of each one is tied up in 
the salvation of the other.  So, he fishes for both of them, catches turtles and shares them, 
distills water and shares it, etc. 
 
We gather because we know that our salvation and the salvation of the world are one and 
the same.  It doesn't really matter if the person beside you agrees with you, looks like 
you, talks like you or understands you.  We are in this boat together, and so we gather.  
We must keep each other alive, and the "other" is every possible person, animal, plant, 
stone, river, mountain, sea rock or dirt you can imagine, and then some. 
 
This is what gathering looks like—a mutual sharing in that one great work of God, 
healing and restoring the world.  Gather this Advent season, dear people of God, come 
together in the name of Christ in Beloved Community.  We need it, the world needs it, 
and God desires it. 
 


