Fr. Dan Ruff, S.J. – Pastor

Old St. Joseph’s Church, Philadelphia

1st Sunday of Advent (C) – 11-29-09 – 6:30 p.m.


The scriptures for the first Sunday in Advent always about “staying awake.”  Why is that?  Well, because, as a Jesuit confrère of mine used to say, in Advent we focus on the three-fold coming of Christ: his coming in history, his coming in mystery, and his coming in glory.  If we allow ourselves to become distracted – to “nod off,” even figuratively – then we risk missing any or all of these comings of Christ.


The coming of Jesus in history is clear enough; that happened some 2000 years ago in a stable in Bethlehem.  And Advent is a season of anticipation and preparation for Christmas – the commemoration of Jesus’ birth in human history so many years ago.  We could hardly fail to remember that coming, with all our preparations for Christmas, right?  Well, yes, I suppose – provided that we notice and attend to the occasional nativity scene in the midst of all the twinkle lights, inflatable grinches, and animated Santas who sing “Jingle Bell Rock” and “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.”


And then, even if we do notice and remember Christ’s birth in Bethlehem… do we really grapple with the wonder of it – with the mystery and its meaning?  Do we wrap our heads and hearts around the fact that the God of all creation chose to become a helpless infant, born into poverty and obscurity, utterly vulnerable and dependent on the care of his human parents?  Do we really get that by making this outrageous choice, God consecrated and elevated and gave new meaning and import to the elements of our everyday lives – what Vatican II called our “joys and hopes, griefs and anxieties”?  


The Church’s celebration of Advent long antedates the cynical commercialism of our modern capitalist Christmas; but insofar as it invites us to step back and ponder “the reason for the season,” it is more necessary and relevant than ever.  Advent literally invites us to put the Christ back in Christmas.  It challenges us to ask whether the coming of Christ in history, as well as His coming in our history, has actually made a difference in the way we conduct our lives.  This is part of Paul’s challenge as we heard from his first letter to the Thessalonians: “we earnestly ask and exhort you in the Lord Jesus that, as you received from us how you should conduct yourselves to please God – and as you are conducting yourselves – you do so even more.  For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus.”

But Paul’s exhortation to the church at Thessolonika – just like the challenge of the Advent season – looks forward as well as backward.  If we are to live as though Christ’s life, death, and resurrection have transformed us, we do so at least in part because we anticipate his return.  What the song says about Santa is also true of Jesus: “He’s makin’ a list, checkin’ it twice, gonna find out who’s naughty and nice”!  Or again, in the words of the musical Godspell:  “Better pay attention, build your comprehension; there’s gonna be a quiz at your ascension!”  Hence, Paul’s reminder to the Thessalonian Christians: “May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we have for you, so as to strengthen your hearts, to be blameless in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his holy ones.  Amen.”

Paul got this notion of Jesus’ second coming from Jesus himself, of course, as we heard this morning in the Gospel of Luke.  Jesus talks there about apocalyptic signs – celestial phenomena and roaring seas and so on – and warns that these signs will prefigure “the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory.”  It hardly seems like something we could miss, even if we wanted to – right?  And yet…  what if we did see these powerful signs and only interpreted them as one more blockbuster movie, chock full of computer-generated special effects – say, like “2012,” now showing at a theater near you?!  What if we reduced God’s mighty deeds to just one more piece of info-tainment?

Notice the exact words of Jesus: “Beware that your hearts do not become drowsy from carousing and drunkenness and the anxieties of daily life, and that day catch you by surprise like a trap.”  I wonder…  what if Jesus came back and we were all just too busy – with our Crackberries and our yoga classes and our HD TVs and who knows what else – to actually stop and notice him?  What if Jesus gave an eternal banquet and nobody came?  Sound far-fetched?  Well, I can only speak for myself; but when I thought about my own daily struggles to put God first and to carve out quality time for prayer, I have to admit I had some concerns.  In fact, I kept thinking about Alice’s encounter with the Red Queen in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass.  

Carroll writes: “However fast they went, they never seemed to pass anything. `I wonder if all the things move along with us?' thought poor puzzled Alice. And the Queen seemed to guess her thoughts, for she cried, `Faster! Don't try to talk!'  Not that Alice had any idea of doing that. She felt as if she would never be able to talk again, she was getting so much out of breath: and still the Queen cried `Faster! Faster!' and dragged her along …  


“Suddenly, just as Alice was getting quite exhausted, they stopped, and she found herself sitting on the ground, breathless and giddy.  The Queen propped her up against a tree, and said kindly, `You may rest a little now.'  Alice looked round her in great surprise. `Why, I do believe we've been under this tree the whole time! Everything's just as it was!'  `Of course it is,' said the Queen, `what would you have it?'  `Well, in our country,' said Alice, still panting a little, `you'd generally get to somewhere else -- if you ran very fast for a long time, as we've been doing.'  `A slow sort of country!' said the Queen. `Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!'”


Sisters and brothers, Advent invites us to look at the country of our own lives and ask ourselves, in the presence of the God who loves us, whether we are actually getting anywhere by “running so fast”?  Or are we running as fast as we can just to stay in the same place?  Perhaps our particular own “drowsy-making drunkenness” comes not from alcohol or drugs – although there is no shortage of those in our culture, either – but from information overload and addiction to frenetic activity for its own sake.  Does the overstimulation and chronic fatigue ultimately leave us jaded like Lewis Carroll’s crazed Red Queen – prone to criticism, disappointment and one-upmanship?    I quote from Through the Looking Glass again: 

“Alice began, `I only wanted to see what the garden was like, your Majesty--'  `That's right,' said the Queen… `though, when you say "garden," -- I've seen gardens, compare with which this would be a wilderness.'  Alice didn't dare to argue the point, but went on: `-- and I thought I'd try and find my way to the top of that hill -- '  `When you say "hill,"' the Queen interrupted, `I could show you hills, in comparison with which you'd call that a valley.'  `No, I shouldn't,' said Alice, surprised into contradicting her at last: `a hill can't be a valley, you know. That would be nonsense -- '  The Red Queen shook her head, `You may call it "nonsense" if you like,' she said, ` but I've heard nonsense, compared with which that would be as sensible as a dictionary!'”

What if Christ were to come back, brothers and sisters, and the best we could muster was: “You call that a ‘Last Judgment’?  I’ve seen judgments, in comparison with which you’d call that an opinion…”   We are, after all, the generation that spent nine years loving Seinfeld – the self-proclaimed “show about nothing.”  In and of itself, Seinfeld is not the end of the world; but neither is it the Gospel.  The Wikipedia article about the show notes that “The view presented in Seinfeld is arguably consistent with the philosophy of nihilism, the idea that life is pointless.”  The same article notes, further on, that “the principal characters would never learn their moral lessons throughout the seasons.  In effect, they were indifferent to the outside world and [could] be callous towards their guest characters and relatives. It was often said that the mantra of the show's producers was: ‘No hugging, no learning.’  There were also very few happy endings, except when they came at somebody else's expense.”  If Jesus is coming back, sisters and brothers, let’s hope that he finds us laughing at the Seinfeld characters and not laughing with them!

And yet, for all of its challenge and invitation to self-critical appraisal, Advent is a season of Good News that ultimately calls us to hope.  If we take its challenge seriously and re-center our lives on Christ and his Gospel way of life, we need not fear Christ’s return – whether at the end of time or at the end of our own individual lives.  Rather, as Jesus says in Luke: “when [the apocalyptic] signs begin to happen, stand erect and raise your heads because your redemption is at hand.”  

The first coming of Jesus as Messiah was good news for those who recognized him.  It ushered in the time promised by the prophet, Jeremiah: the days when God would “raise up for David a just shoot” who would “do what is right and just in the land,” the days when “Judah [would] be safe and Jerusalem [would] dwell secure.”  The news of Jesus’ return in glory should be equally Good News for us – if we are his faithful followers, and are alert enough not to miss him when he comes.


So what can we do to make sure that we wake up and smell the gingerbread latte this Advent?  We can listen to the beautiful seasonal scriptures of hope and challenge and take them to prayer.  We can pay attention to the light of the Advent wreath and pick through our own lives, sifting light from darkness and following the light as the wise men did at Christ’s first coming.  And we can let our eyes and hearts be opened to recognize Christ’s real presence in the breaking of the bread; for it is at this table that he continually comes to us in mystery, as we remember his saving deeds in history and anticipate his return in glory.
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