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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, the Editor, Catholic Times

“There are three distinct comings of the Lord of which I know, His coming to men, His coming into men, and his coming against men.” (St Bernard )


This brief sentence sums up the meaning of Advent. It is not just a warm-up for Christmas. In fact, we celebrate three comings of Christ. First, his coming in weakness as the inconspicuous child of poor parents in Bethlehem – the Christmas celebration. Secondly, His continual offer of grace, coming to us through the Sacraments – especially in Penance and the Holy Eucharist. 

Thirdly, we focus upon His final return in glory upon the clouds of heaven at the end of the world, “against men.” “Every eye shall see Him, even those who pierced Him, and all the races of the earth will mourn over Him.” (Apoc. 1:7)  

He will return not in fragility or obscurity, but in His almighty divine power “to judge the living and the dead.” This marks the end of the Creation as we know it, the Apocalypse – a word which means simply, the Revealing.

Today’s Gospel for the first Sunday of Advent warns us to be ready for Christ’s return in glory: “Watch, therefore; you do not know when the Lord of the house is coming, whether in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or in the morning. May he not come suddenly and find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to all: Watch!”


This present age is the time of mercy, when Christ through Holy Church dwells in our midst as the forgiving Saviour. But on the Day of Reckoning – literally the day of doom, because “doom” means judgement – He will come as the just Judge, to reward or punish every human being who has ever lived for his good or evil deeds.


Here is St Justin Martyr explaining these basic Christian truths to pagan enquirers as early as 150 AD. 


“The prophets have foretold two comings of Christ: the one, which has already taken place, was that of a dishonoured and suffering Man; the other coming will take place, as is predicted, when He shall gloriously come from heaven with His angelic army, when he shall also raise to life the bodies of all the men that ever were, shall cloak the worthy with immortality, and shall relegate the wicked, subject to sensible pain for all eternity, into the eternal fire with the evil demons.”



Last Sunday, the Feast of Christ the King, we heard the Gospel of the Last Judgement from Matt.25. It lays the stress upon our works of mercy to those in need: the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger, those sick or in prison. Of course, these are not the only criteria of judgement in the New Testament – salvation is not only a matter of good works - but they are an essential part of the life pleasing to God.


More justice between rich and poor would mean less human need. In a famous and fateful passage, Karl Marx wrote “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people. 


“The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo.” (1844)


Marx had some justification for alleging that the rulers and the rich abused religion to sanctify the poverty of the poor workers, to preach that their miserable plight was pleasing to God.

However, by abolishing God from his communist theories, he invented something far worse: societies where the State became all-powerful, and the individual disposable. Where the Fatherhood of God is denied, the Brotherhood of Man disappears shortly afterwards. 


There are many who like Marx, continue to regard religion as “the opium of the people,” a fond illusion, a crutch for the weak to lean upon.


Can we not turn the tables upon this notion? May not the notion that an individual’s life ends in eternal oblivion at death, be just a comfortable way of evading the thought of a final judgement? If religion can allegedly be a “fond thing vainly imagined,” atheism too can be a form of wish fulfillment. The desire to behave irresponsibly, the hope never to have to answer for one’s misdeeds, can this not be a major motive behind the denial of any afterlife or judgement?  

How convenient it can be, while maintaining a defiant and independent lifestyle choice which bows the knee to no deity, or engaged in dishonesties or adulteries or drug abuse, to deny the reality of that Day of Doom! 

Every sin is, in truth, a flight into illusion. For it always involves the attempt to snatch some meagre transient pleasure contrary to the canons of the Almighty. Every sin involves the hope that there will be no judgement, there will never be punishment.  Isaiah laments our addiction to our sinful ways: “Why do you let us wander, O Lord, from your ways, and harden our hearts so that we fear you not?”


 Heaven is always a more popular belief than hell. Religious statistics about belief are notoriously unreliable, but they give us at least an order of magnitude estimate of popular opinion. 


In a MORI poll in 2000, 62% of Britons said they believed in God (a decline from 76% in 1980). Only 32% believed in the Devil and 28% in Hell. [4% apparently rating Satan along with the homeless?]  In another telephone poll, 35% believed they would go to heaven, 21% worried about whether they would go to heaven or hell, but only 1% believed they were heading towards hell.   


 Another MORI poll in 2003 suggested that 47% of the UK population believed in life after death, 52% in Heaven, 23% in reincarnation and 32% in Hell.

The most recent poll of May 2005 found that 24% of all Britons claim to have “no religion”, but only 11% of the over-65’s. However, 36% of those in the 18-35 age group class themselves as atheist or agnostic, a measure of the declining religious belief among the young – perhaps not unconnected with the increasing social problems we now face.

Some readers may feel that Isaiah’s words this weekend can be applied to the state of our society:


“All of us have become like unclean people, all our good deeds are like polluted rags; we have all withered like leaves, and our guilt carries us away like the wind. There is none who calls upon your name, who rouses himself to cling to you; for you have hidden your face from us and have delivered us up to our guilt.”



During a talk at Lancaster cathedral, earlier this year, Fr Stanley Jaki OSB, one of the world’s leading writers on the relation between religion and science, shared with us the wisdom of his 81 years. One point he made very strongly was that –whatever else we might imagine - man ultimately meets God in his moral conscience, in his awareness of the need for forgiveness before the All-Holy.

“O God, when Thou shalt come on earth with glory, when all shall quake, when a fiery river shall draw all before Thy judgement seat, when the books shall be opened and all secrets revealed; then do Thou save me from the unquenchable fire, and grant that I may stand at Thy right hand, O righteous Judge.” (St Romanos the Melodist, 6th century)


So let all watch and pray, lest anyone finish in the place of which our great poet Chaucer wrote: "there shall horror and grisly dread dwell without end."

As we move into Advent, perhaps we – as Christians in a strange land - can engage one or two unchurched companions in conversation? Christmas is about much more than food and drink and presents. Why did the Son of God need to come to the stable at Bethlehem? And are we ready for His return in glory? The Apocalypse may not come in our lifetime, but we will die, and death is the prelude to judgement. 


“Mercifully hear, O Lord, the prayers of Thy people, that as they rejoice in the coming of Thine only-begotten Son according to the flesh, so when He cometh a second time in His majesty, they may receive the reward of eternal life.”  (Gelasian Sacramentary, collect for Advent)
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