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Advent ushers in a fresh cycle of the Church’s year. Our liturgical year comprises two major seasons, each with its own period of preparation:  Christmastide heralded by Advent; Eastertide preceded by Lent.

The theme of the Christmas cycle can be summarised as “the Light coming into the darkness.” The Nativity, the Epiphany and the Presentation in the Temple (Candlemas) are all feasts of Divine Light. For as we shall read in the Gospel on Christmas morn, “That light was the life of men, a light that shines in the darkness, a light that darkness could not overpower . . . . The Word was the true light, that enlightens all men, and He was coming into the world.” (John 1:5,9)

These three feasts mark the birth of that Light, His Epiphany to the Gentiles, and his revelation to Israel publicly in the Temple, in the persons of Simeon and Anna. “The people that dwelt in darkness has seen a great light.”

The word Advent, as we know, means “coming” or “arrival.” The Gospel this First Sunday of Advent (Matt 24:37-44) warns us to “stay awake” and “stand ready, because the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”

This can be taken to apply both to the Last Day, the “Day of the Lord,” and to our personal summons from this world. “Two women in the millstone grinding, one is taken, one left.” Or as we had a few years ago in this parish: “Two women chatting on the telephone: one is taken, the other left.” 

St Paul today reminds us that “salvation is even nearer than it was when we were converted. The night is almost over, the day is at hand.” (Romans 13:11) He urges us to abandon the works of darkness and put on the armour of light, to be ready for Christ when He comes.

St Cyril of Jerusalem contrasts the first and second comings of Christ in this manner:

“We proclaim the coming of Christ -  not just a first coming, but another as well that will be far more glorious than the first. The first took place under the sign of patient suffering; the second, on the contrary, will see Christ wearing the crown of God’s kingdom.


Almost everything about our Lord Jesus Christ is twofold. He has two births: one from God before the ages, the other from the Virgin at the end of the ages. He has two comings: the one is hidden and resembles the falling of dew upon a fleece; the other – the future one, will be manifest. At His first coming he was wrapped in linens and laid in a manger; at the second coming light shall be his robe. 

In his first coming He endured the Cross, heedless of its shame; at His second coming He will be in glory and surrounded by an army of angels. . . . “(Catecheses)

The Preface in today’s Mass echoes the same idea:

“When He first came and in humility assumed the flesh, He brought to fulfilment the ancient dispensation, and opened for us the way to eternal salvation: so, when He comes a second time in the glory of His Majesty, by that event visible to all, may we who now keep vigil at last obtain the promised blessings, which now we dare to hope for.” 

The virtue proper to Advent is that of hope. Isaiah looked forward to the gathering of the nations to the Temple in Jerusalem, to an age of eternal peace.

Hope is one of the three theological virtues, faith hope and charity, given by God and infused into the souls of baptised believers. Charles Peguy described the virtue of Hope by the picture of a little girl, who goes off to school between her elder sisters, Faith and Charity, holding them by the hand. At first sight it looks as if her larger sisters are leading her along, but in fact it is she who pulling them forward. 

Hope is specifically the virtue oriented towards the future. Where Christian hope is lost, a culture, a society, loses its bearings. It places its faith in false gods, and begins to love what will pass away. It starts to live only for present pleasures: “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die.” 

It is no coincidence that our abortion-contraception-materialism culture is so devoid of hope. By destroying our own future, we are living only for this world.  Our society is in flight from reality – which ultimately means in flight from God. One evident symptom of this flight from reality is the increasing lenience towards and acceptance of drug abuse.

Only this last week a study published by Columbia University reported that people with religious faith are much less likely to abuse alcohol and illegal drugs than nonbelievers. 

The university's National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse found a greater tendency to avoid drugs and alcohol both among people who attend worship regularly and among those who personally consider religious belief important -- whether or not they are regular worshippers.  (Previous studies had claimed that religion has beneficial effects in mental health, physical health and life expectancy.) 

Among the report's findings were the following: 
”1. Adults who never attended religious services were more than five times likelier to have used illicit drugs other than marijuana, and nearly seven times likelier to have engaged in binge drinking, compared with those who worship weekly. 
2.  Adults who considered religion unimportant were more than three times as likely to binge drink, and almost four times as likely to have used a drug besides marijuana, than those who felt strongly that religion is important --whether or not they worship regularly. 
3.  Among teens, those who never attended worship were twice as likely to drink and smoke as those who were regular worshippers. 
4.  Teens who considered religion unimportant were nearly three times likelier to drink, to binge drink and to smoke; almost four times likelier to use marijuana; and seven times likelier to use other illicit drugs.” 

One may surmise that people who have a direction to their lives, that is, heaven to aim for, and the fear of punishment should they waste their gifts - will be more likely to avoid lifestyles which are simply self-indulgent.

Conversely, those who lack hope or purpose in life may well attempt to find solace in a drug-induced escape from reality, or indeed in “drunken orgies, promiscuity and licentiousness.” (Romans 13:13)  Those who due to their unacknowledged and unrepented sins, feel subconsciously guilty, may well express this unease as an animosity against religious faith. Ironically, the very thing they hate, wishes only to offer them the Divine Mercy.

These results can be partially explained by one straightforward observation: Divine Grace, received through worship and the Sacraments, strengthens us to resist the destructive snares of the devil. Parents who want to protect their children from the drug culture, might find their most effective course of action is to bring them to Mass!

“Let your armour be the Lord Jesus Christ; forget about satisfying your bodies with all their cravings.” (Romans 13:14)

We can make this Collect from today’s Ambrosian Liturgy (Milan) our prayer:

“O merciful God, in Your Only-Begotten Son You have granted us rebirth as new creatures, watch over this work of your great love, and purify us from every stain of sin, as we await your Son, our Lord and our God, who lives and reigns with You, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, for ever and ever. Amen.”

Nearer to home, the Hereford Missal, a native English rite used in the Middle Ages, frequently had a special hymn or Sequence before the Gospel. On this First Sunday of Advent, our ancestors sang (in Latin):

“Eternal salvation, unfailing Life of the world,

Sempiternal Light, and truly our Redemption,

Feeling the pain of the human ages, which were perishing through the influence of the Tempter

Of Your own mercy You came, yet did not abandon the heavens;

With kindness we did not merit, You assumed our human nature,

All ruined earthly creatures, You rescued,

Bringing joy to the world.

O Christ, purify our souls and bodies

That in us You may possess a bright habitation;

Justify us by your first coming,

And in your second coming liberate us.

So when, robed in brilliant light, You judge all creation, 

May we, arrayed in unsullied robes, then follow You, wherever you lead.”

