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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR ADVENT I (B), 27TH NOVEMBER 1999-11-21

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Advent is a season of waiting. Waiting is part of the human condition. It expresses our dependence, our reliance upon One more powerful than ourselves.


The farmer knows how to wait for his seeds to sprout and grow and ripen. The craftsman who labours with his hands must learn how to be patient, for every worthwhile job takes time, and there are always difficulties along the way.


Anyone who travels regularly by public transport learns to wait: for the bus that doesn’t turn up, for the Virgin train that is two hours late, for the delayed charter flight to the summer sun.


And when it comes to illness and hospital treatment, waiting is the name of the game. Eighteen months for heart surgery, a year for cataracts and so on. Of course, much of this waiting is necessary because the NHS abuses its resources, destroying unborn babies in its obs-gyn wards and handing out free condoms and Pills. Next time you are told there is a six month waiting list to see the consultant, ask if they would make you wait that long to have an abortion! Then ask why killing babies has higher priority than treating the sick.


Rather unseasonable of me to mention abortion, I admit. Pregnancy is one area of life where waiting for nature to take its course is absolutely essential. Not all the spin doctors in the world can hurry that one along.


But in general, our society teaches us not to wait. It urges us to grasp at immediate gratification. Buy now, pay later! Hire purchase terms available (APR 24.5%). Why wait when you can enjoy it now? Why deprive yourself? Pay nothing until next century!


One observable difference between the peoples of western and eastern Europe, is the long-suffering patience of all who endured the USSR, contrasted with the impatient triviality and 5-minute attention span of the West. When half your uncles and grandparents did 20 years in Siberia, you don’t ask too much from life. You count your blessings, stand in the queues, and keep your mouth shut. Life has always been hard and uncomfortable, the only escape is via religion or the vodka bottle.


If Communism could be defined as waiting without hope, Advent at least is waiting with hope. The word means “presence, arrival”. In the ancient world it described the arrival of a king or emperor or important official in the provinces. It could be the arrival of a pagan deity, who manifested his presence in his temple, during the ritual sacrifice performed in his honour. 


Christians adopted the word to express the fact that Christ the King has entered our “wretched province”, this darkened world. As Isaiah puts it: “Our Redeemer is your ancient name . . Oh, that you would tear the heavens open and come down – at your Presence the mountains would melt.”


Yet Advent is not some theatrical make-believe, in which we pretend liturgically that we are back in the Old Testament, looking forward to the birth of the promised Messiah, as if baby Jesus has not yet been born.


No, Advent is the truth of our present condition in this world. The season of Advent urges us to confront the truth of the world’s lack of redemption, its dire need of the Saviour. Christ’s light and truth have entered the world, yes. But much of humanity is still in pagan darkness and sin: “You were angry when we were sinners; we had long been rebels against you. We were all like men unclean, all that integrity of ours like filthy clothing. We have all withered like leaves, and our sins blew us away like the wind.” (Is. 63:4-5)


Sadly, in many ways, our world bears as much resemblance to Old Testament times as to the New. Wars fester on, racial hatreds refuse to disappear, paganism is rife. The world drowns in materialism “persisting in the darkness of its blindness to truth, and fast asleep in spite of all its loud and hectic activity, because it ignores the essentials of our vocation as humans.” (Ratzinger)


In Advent, Christians are to awake, to rise from their slumber, to be alert and cry out to God: “Why, Yahweh, leave us to stray from your ways, and harden our hearts against fearing You?”


Are we so wrapped up in Christmas shopping and planning for Millennium parties that “No one invoked your name, or roused himself to catch hold of You. For you hid your face from us, and gave us up to the power of our sins.”? (Is. 64:6)  The prophet deutero-Isaiah is as true and contemporary now as 2,500 years ago.


All our technology and wealth has not brought us lasting happiness and satisfaction. Our civilisation has become “withered like leaves”, blighted with violence and cynicism and hypocrisy.


“Stay awake!” cries the Gospel today (Mk 13:33-37). This snippet follows on from a description of the return of the Son of Man “coming in the clouds with great power and glory”, sending his angels “to gather the elect from the four winds.” 

The moment of the Lord’s return is unknown. “As for that day and hour, nobody knows it, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son; no-one but the Father.” (Mk 13:32)  Therefore, “if the master comes unexpectedly he must not find you asleep”, spiritually torpid and engrossed in worldly preoccupations. In particular the doorkeeper, that is, the clergy and spiritual leaders, must “Be on your guard, stay awake.”

The man who is asleep is entertained by dreams and illusions. When he awakes, he does not possess what he saw in his dreams. Similarly, the lover of this world is a man who is spiritually asleep, concerned only with the illusions and deceits of this passing life. When he awakes to eternity, he will find that he has lost all that he dreamed was real: money and fame and possessions. To his dismay, he will discover that he possesses nothing of eternal value: he is the foolish bridesmaid with the empty oil-lamp, the wicked and useless servant who buried his talent of silver in the earth, a goat condemned at the left hand of the King.

St Augustine speaks of the day of the master’s return in these terms: “For that day comes to each man, when his day comes for departing this life, such as he is to be when judged in that day, and for this reason every Christian ought to watch, lest the Advent of the Lord find him unprepared; but that day shall find him unprepared, whom the last day of his life shall find unprepared.” 

We can take comfort in the words of St Paul to his recent Corinthian converts, “the grace of God was given to you in Jesus Christ, that in every way you were enriched in Him with all speech and knowledge . . so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gifts, as you wait for the revealing of Our Lord Jesus Christ. He will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of the Lord.” (1 Cor. 1:5-8)

