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“Take heed, watch, for you do not know when the time will come. . Watch, therefore . . What I say to you, I say to all: Watch.” These words of Our Lord begin the Advent Gospels. Advent is the season of watching. The readings from Isaiah join us with the Jewish nation as down the centuries they await the coming of the Messiah and the fulfilment of God’s promises.

Advent requires prayer, meditation and penance, in order to prepare to celebrate worthily the visible coming (adventus) of the Son of God in the flesh - his first coming, born in the stable at Bethlehem. We hope to promote his invisible and spiritual Advent within our own souls, in order to meet Him in a new and deeper way at Christmas. We look forward in hope to his Second Coming on the Last Day, the Day of the Lord:

“Oh that You would tear the heavens open and come down! -at your Presence the mountains would melt.”

We are also warned of the terrors this Second Advent will bring to those who have despised the Lord’s first Advent.

There are thus three comings of Christ: two visible - one past and one future - and one invisible and continuous coming in the present, by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Most of us have a general idea of what is meant in our religion by believing, fearing, loving and obeying. However, what does watching mean? How are we to watch for the Lord? On a natural level we know about watching and waiting for a loved one to arrive, especially when there is a delay. In unpleasant company we watch the clock until we can decently make our excuses and leave. We long for news of family members overseas; we watch the newspapers and wonder how life is going for them. We watch and are sensitive to the moods and feelings of those in our households.

Cardinal Newman suggests that “He watches for Christ who has a sensitive, eager, apprehensive mind; who is awake, alive, quick sighted, zealous in seeking and honouring Him; who looks out for Him in all that happens, and who would not be surprised, over-agitated or overwhelmed, if he found He was coming at once” (Parochial and Plain Sermons Vol.3). Do we genuinely, indeed, “wait in joyful hope for the coming of our Saviour Jesus Christ.”? Alternatively, if today did turn out to be the Last Day, would we be frightened, annoyed, or just unready? Really, our whole life should be an Advent, a time of preparation for the Lord’s coming.

Watching, believed Newman, “is one of the main points which, in a practical way, will be found to separate the true and perfect servants of God from the multitude called Christians.” He is not thinking about the reprobate, but about the difference between “true Christians (who) watch and inconsistent Christians (who) do not.”

The true Christian watches with Christ, suffers and rejoices with Him. In Holy Communion particularly we see Christ’s death and resurrection together, at one and the same time. “We commemorate the one, we rejoice in the other; we make an offering, we gain a blessing.”

“This, then, is to watch: to be detached from what is present, and to live in what is unseen; to live in the thought of Christ as He came once, and as He will come again; to desire His second coming, from our affectionate and grateful remembrance of His first.”

Many Christians imagine that they have faith merely because they believe God exists and gave us the Bible. They consider that they have love if they obey some of the most obvious of God’s commandments. Love and faith they think they have, but the idea of watching puzzles them. Or they may truly have good qualities of character, be sober and conscientious and up to a point religious: but they do not watch.

“Their notion of religion is briefly this: loving God indeed, but loving the world too; not only doing their duty but finding their chief and highest good, in that state of life to which it has pleased God to call them, resting in it, taking it as their portion. They serve God, and they seek Him; but they look upon the present world as if it were the eternal, not a mere temporary, scene of their duties and privileges, and never contemplate the prospect of being separated from it.

“They do not understand that they are called to be strangers and pilgrims upon the earth . . They set their heart upon their goods

This is their fault - an identifying of God with this world, and therefore an idolatry towards this world; and so they are rid of the trouble of looking out for their God, for they think they have found Him in the goods of this world. . . They like wealth, and distinction, and credit, and influence. They feel themselves very well off as they are; and wish to serve God as they are. They are satisfied to remain on earth; they do not wish to move; they do not wish to change.”

It is as if the breath of this world has rusted the mirror of the soul within. That mirror should reflect the image of the Saviour, but instead it has become dim and discoloured. An evil crust of worldliness has settled upon it. So the soul is full of the world’s notions, vanities and modes of behaviour. Prosperity and good fortune are not seldom bad for the soul, while afflictions do rub off the outward defilements and keep the soul in some measure of its baptismal purity and brightness.

Jesus’ commands to take heed and watch are a warning against such worldly religiousness which mixes belief and unbelief, which is essentially double-minded, desiring both to taste the world’s pleasures and to serve God. “It serves God indeed, but loves the fashions, the pleasures, the comforts of this life, pomps and vanities, is particular about food, raiment, house, furniture and domestic matters, courts great people and aims at having a position in society.” The Lord warns us about the danger of all the excitements and allurements of this world, lest they become our gods.

For the Day of the Lord will come to search all hearts, to reveal whether or not we have been cheating ourselves with words and stifling our consciences with a meagre, partial, worldly service of Christ, without really contemplating Him who is above and apart from the world.

“Year passes silently after year. Christ’s coming is ever nearer than it was.” Every act of obedience is an approach to Him who may seem far off but is not, but is close behind this visible screen of things which hides Him from us.” Life is short, death is certain; and the world to come is everlasting.” The day is coming when He will rend the veil between heaven and earth, show Himself to us, and recompense each one according to how he has watched and waited for Him. Advent is a season to think on this.

