FIRST SUNDAY ADVENT (C) 1 December 2024

The very first Christians — those who were the first generation — lived with the expectation that
Jesus would return to the earth very soon. They had seen him ascend to heaven and remembered
the words of the angel to them, that Jesus would return just as they had seen him go. This also
resonated with something he had said, when he spoke about the Son of Man coming on the
clouds with great power and glory. They were also aware that his coming would bring about

some definitive change in the world and things would never be the same again.

Now, if you are expecting something like this to happen very soon, it will affect the way you
live and the decisions you make. We understand this well. If there is about to be a big change
in your life, say you are going to get married, this will shape the decisions you make about
many things. Or if someone has received a diagnosis of a life-threatening illness, they are

hardly likely to make a decision that will commit them to something for the next ten years.

When we read some of the letters of St Paul, we see many examples of Paul advising the
different communities about how they should live as they wait for the coming of the Lord. As
they expected his return would be very soon, even in their own lifetime, one question they
asked was whether they should get married or stay single. Another concern they had was about
those who had already died. Would the dead miss out on the second coming of Christ and miss
the opportunity to be part of his kingdom? Paul answered all these questions giving advice
about what to do. But as time went on and the coming of Christ seemed no closer, the next
generation had to adjust to the new situation. In Paul’s letters we notice this change if we
compare his early letters with those he wrote later. It wasn’t that the church began to think that
Christ would not come again, it was more a matter of thinking about it differently. There was
less focus on how to prepare for an immediate coming of Christ. The new focus was on how to

live in this time between his ascension and his second coming.

For ourselves, the second coming of Christ is probably not something we give much thought
to. The world has gone on for two thousand years since his ascension and things seem quite
stable, so why even think of this? Yet there is an aspect of our faith that is shaped by the
expectation that Christ will return. Our faith thus has a future orientation. The season of Advent
keeps that future on the horizon. The question now is, how should we live in this time of waiting.

In some ways, it is the same question those first Christians faced, but in other ways, it is
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different because the context is different. We aren’t making big short-term decisions because
the world is about to experience some major intervention of Christ. Rather, we need to make
decisions for the long term. This can mean that the very small decisions we make from day to
day, even though they might seem quite unrelated to Christ’s coming, can be important for

orienting our lives to a future that is anchored in Jesus and the kingdom of God.

We can still find good advice in Paul’s letters. Our second reading today can be very helpful
in this regard. Paul is writing about this in-between time after the ascension of Jesus, but before
his second coming. The main message is that people welcome what God does in their lives.
Paul offers a sort of prayer for them, that God may be generous to them. Specifically, he asks
that God may be generous in increasing their love so that they love one another and the whole
human race. Paul hopes that they might make progress in living the kind of life that God wants.
He wishes that God might confirm their hearts in holiness.

Paul’s words are words of encouragement for us as we begin the season of Advent. In this way,
Advent becomes a spiritual journey as we make progress in loving one another and loving the
whole human race. We embark on this spiritual journey knowing that God is with us and God
continues to be generous to us. Advent can be a time to receive gifts from God. This is what
Paul meant when he prayed that God would confirm our hearts in holiness. It is another way
of reminding us that the Holy Spirit dwells within each of us, and the Holy Spirit dwells in the
community so that we can live the life that God wants for us.

During the four weeks of Advent as we head towards Christmas, we will have many
opportunities to love others. It sounds simple, but sometimes it is difficult. Week by week as
we light one of the Advent candles on the wreath, may it be a sign that the light of Christ is

shining more brightly in our lives and our love for the whole human race is growing stronger.



