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Last Sunday after Mass I suddenly realised it is December. It was damp, warm misty, and it still felt like November. By the time you read this, we shall be less than two weeks from the shortest day, the winter solstice on Dec. 21st.  After that, the days will begin to lengthen once again, even if the worst of the winter weather is still ahead of us. It is a pining for light and sunshine which afflicts us at this time of year. The adverts turn instinctively to next summer’s holidays.


Nevertheless, in these northern latitudes winter has some compensations. On sunny days the sharp winter sunlight slants in at twenty degrees to the horizontal, illuminating trees and buildings with a clarity and contrast which summer cannot provide. Excellent for photography! 

It might be more pleasant to live nearer the equator, but from her time in Papua New Guinea, my sister reports the temperature there about 86 F every day of the year. Sunrise at 6 am and sunset at 6 pm every day, and almost the same daily weather pattern throughout the year too. A tropical paradise, but one can imagine longing for seasonal changes and for cool. 

Nearer to home, even in bella Roma,  the latest sunsets are at about 8.15 pm and one never experiences our long summer evenings. I remember one June, mountaineering in Glen Affric near the Kyle of Lochalsh, being wakened at 3 am by brilliant hot sunshine streaming in through the uncurtained youth hostel window.

Pity, however, the citizens of the coal mining city of Vorkuta, in the old Soviet Arctic. They are now enduring their two months’ winter night. The sun goes down about Nov 20th and rises above the horizon again around Jan 20th. Children are required to lie on sunbeds under artificial light in their school gymnasia for half an hour each day for “heliotherapy”. It is no wonder the city has a 90% divorce rate.

This longing for the sunlight is a worthy symptom of Advent. “Light the Advent candle two,” we may sing today. We are awaiting the Nativity, the coming of the Divine Light into our darkened world. Christ’s birthday is followed by Epiphany, the manifestation of that Light to the gentiles. Finally the Christmas season draws to a close forty days later with Candlemas, another feast of light. 

The eastern-rite vespers of the Ukrainian Catholics, and of the Greek and Russian Orthodox, include every day a hymn to Christ as our Light, sung as the evening lamps are lit:  

“O Joyful Light! Light and holy glory of the Father immortal, the heavenly, holy, the blessed One; O Jesus Christ. Now that we have reached the setting of the sun, and see the evening light, we sing to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is fitting at all times to raise a song of praise in measured melody to You, O Son of God, the giver of life. Behold, the universe sings your glory.”

With electric light at the flick of a switch, we forget how the daily and yearly cycles of light and darkness regulated the lives of our ancestors. December, I suppose, was for mending farm tools, sawing timber, maintenance work, sewing and craftwork, telling stories round the fire, and going to bed early. Among peasant families in parts of eastern Europe this lifestyle still continues.

As creatures, we are made for light, for the eternal light of the Holy Trinity. Light fascinates us, while the darkness can be scary. God began the work of creation with “Let there be light.” He saw that light was good, and He separated the light from the darkness.

Perhaps that is why we become captivated by television and find it so hard to tear our eyes away from this light-emitter, however crass its programmes. It has become the electronic family hearth, replacing the old wood or coal fire. For some it takes on the role of a false god, adored for four hours every day.

In this weekend’s Gospel (Mark 1:1-8) it is John the Baptist, the Forerunner, who summons us out of darkness to prepare for the Advent of the Light: “He appeared, John, the one baptizing in the desert and announcing a baptism of metanoia for the forgiveness of sins.”   St Mark presents this as a fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah: A voice crying out in the desert: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight!'"

The word “metanoia” is usually translated as repentance, but means more than simply sorrow for sin and beating one’s breast. It denotes a willingness to change one’s attitudes, to be converted to God’s ways of thinking and acting. “Meta-“ means across, a change or alteration, as in metamorphosis and metabolism. The “noia”-part is related to “nous,” our understanding or intellect. 

John’s baptism signifies a human willingness to make a fresh start, to turn from sin and believe in the coming Gospel. However, the deeper metanoia will be effected by Jesus Himself, in the baptism of the Holy Spirit. “Water is the ministry of man, but the Spirit is ministered by God.” (St Bede)

What is this “baptism of the Holy Spirit”? It is given, at least in seed, when we receive the sacraments of baptism and confirmation. However, charismatic prayer groups frequently use the phrase to denote a new outpouring of the Holy Spirit, a consciously-experienced and tangible breakthrough of God’s love and power into one’s life. 

There is nothing wrong with this expression, provided it is not used in a way which denies the efficacy of God’s grace working in us from infant baptism onwards, conditional upon our cooperation.

However, some groups which deny the efficacy of infant baptism, like the Baptists and certain Pentecostals, regard as necessary for any Christian their laying on of hands and “baptism in the Spirit” – to be manifested by the gift of tongues. Disregarding the sacraments, they consider as not real Christians those who do not admit to being “saved” or “baptised in the Spirit” in their particular sense of these terms. Such an interpretation cannot be reconciled with a Catholic understanding of the Sacraments and should be avoided.

Evidently, however, we can all benefit from spiritual renewal, a deeper outpouring of the gifts of the Holy Spirit – perhaps to be more thoroughly “baptised” in the Spirit. 

To baptise - baptizo in Greek - is derived from bapto, meaning not only to dip, but to steep, to dye, to immerse, to wash, to drown something or someone in a liquid. The notion of being drowned in the Holy Spirit, putting to death our fleshly selfishness, dying to sin, dying with Christ in order to rise with Him, is a correct interpretation.

Imagine the alarm if a priest replied parents requesting their child’s baptism: “Now, why do you want your child drowned in the Holy Spirit? Do you realise that after baptism he is supposed to live not his own life, but Christ’s life?” Yet that is the spiritual reality which baptism is meant to impart.

John the Baptist acts as the hinge between the Old and New Testaments. Like a second Elijah, he brings to a close the long line of Old Testament prophets. He ushers in the era of the Messiah. Like every true prophet, he consoles, he encourages, and he rebukes. It is false prophets who perform only the first two of these functions, omitting the correction. 

St Paul called prophecy the highest of the charismatic gifts. The prophet is not necessarily a clairvoyant, but the one who speaks God’s word to a particular situation.

This word may, like Isaiah’s text today, be one of consolation: “Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people.” It may be one of encouragement and hope: “the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all mankind shall see it . .  Shout with a loud voice, joyful messenger to Jerusalem. .” Or it may be one of reproach and challenge: “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”

Advent is the season of longing for God, longing perhaps also for deliverance from pain and misery or from a senseless existence. We find ourselves in a spiritual wilderness, beset by the cacophony of the mass media in a decaying and ungodly society. 

The Baptist calls us to repent, to prepare the way for the Lord to enter more deeply into ourselves and others. We need to eliminate the boulders and potholes that prevent the smooth flowing of his grace into our lives. God has a mission and a purpose for each one of us -  a more profound sharing in His love and truth, so that we may be a Christ-light to others, and work with Him to redeem the age.

