
FIRST SUNDAY ADVENT 3 December 2023

Today is the beginning of a new season, the season of Advent. The immediate thing it signals

is that Christmas is near.  As we get closer to Christmas our readings will focus on the time

leading up to the birth of Jesus. But in these early days of Advent, the focus is different. It is

about being ready for the second coming of Christ. The second coming of Christ is more

difficult for us to understand because it doesn’t seem to touch our experience. We imagine

that the second coming of Christ is a long way off. So, what are we to make of Advent?

To understand what is going on, on this first Sunday of Advent, we need to remind ourselves

of the significance of what happens at the end of Advent, with the coming of Jesus. His birth

and his life signalled an irruption of God into the world. It marked a turning point for the

world. In fact, we break up time into the years before Christ and the years after his death. So,

the coming of Jesus into the world marks the beginning of something new. Jesus called on

people to change their lives and to embrace the kingdom of God which was now in their

midst. With the kingdom, the world was being made new.

Yet our experience tells us that the making of a new world is not yet complete. There are still

signs around us of situations that do not look like the kingdom of God, places where God

does not yet appear to exercise authority. So, perhaps the way we need to think about the

kingdom is that it is in the process of taking hold of the world. It has begun, it has arrived, but

it is not yet complete. We see signs around us both of the kingdom and of the absence of the

kingdom. We are waiting for the time when all will be complete, and God will reign over all.

That time will arrive when Christ returns victorious, and gathers all people into his embrace.

This time is called the second coming, and it is the focus of the first part of Advent.

The challenge we face with the second coming is that we don’t know when it will take place.

So, what do we do while we are waiting? In today’s gospel, Jesus uses a parable to help us

answer that  question.  It  deals  with the very thing we experience,  not  knowing when the

master, the Lord, will return. The point of the parable is that we need to stand ready for

whenever the master will return. In the parable, there is a sense of urgency about this, but we

are not likely to experience the same urgency. We might have a sense of urgency as we

prepare for Christmas, but we are not likely to have a sense of urgency about the second

coming of Christ. But the parable is not just about urgency; it is also about the time between



the master’s going away and his return. How does the servant use that time? This is the

question for us: how do we use our present time in such a way that we will be ready for the

Lord’s return?

Perhaps the most important sign that we are ready for his return is that we are ready for when

he comes to visit us right here and now in the present. God has not forgotten us. God keeps

coming  into  our  lives.  If  the  first  coming  of  God in  the  birth  of  Jesus  signalled  God’s

irruption into the world, then the same thing is happening for us all the time. God comes to

visit us. 

What this coming is like was illustrated by a beautiful image in the first reading. It is the

image of the clay and the potter. Isaiah was writing to a people who God had just freed from

exile and who were waiting for the coming of the Messiah. They were waiting for Jesus to be

born. They had experienced the saving love of God, but they waited for that love to be fully

revealed in Jesus. Their time of waiting was a time of formation. It was a time when they

were being shaped so that they would be more and more ready to live as God’s children. The

imagery of the potter and the clay helped them understand that it was God who was shaping

them, just as a potter shapes the clay. Now, the potter shapes the clay into an image he has in

his mind. When God is the potter, the image he has in mind is that the clay be moulded into

an image of God.

This is a good Advent image. God continues to shape us into his own image. We continue to

be renewed so that the kingdom of God is visible in us. This process of renewal and of being

shaped into the image of God is the way that we stand ready for the second coming.  This is

how we imitate the servant in the parable and are ready for the master’s return.

When people are waiting a long time for something, it  can be easy to lose interest or to

become distracted.  Advent  is  a  season to  put  aside  the  distractions  and to  re-kindle  our

interest. It is a time to be alert to the way in which God is shaping us at this very time.


