
The First Sunday of Advent C: November 28, 2021 
And Advent means…? 

 
 “The days are coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the House of Israel and 
Judah.” (Jeremiah 33. 14) And here, at the end of the month of November, we are beginning a new Church 
year; that is to say, we have begun the Season of Advent yet another time. What is the meaning of the promise 
the Lord made to the House of Israel and Judah? The meaning of the promise has to do with the word 
‘Advent’. 
 Here’s a funny thing. Have you ever had this happen to you? Have you ever found that you thought 
you knew the meaning of a word, that you were certain you knew the meaning of a word, only to find out that 
the meaning of the word you thought you knew was not quite right? This often happens to me not only with 
the meaning of words but very often with spellings. In any event, just what is the meaning of the word 
‘Advent?’  
 If we stick to the simple definition of the word derived from its Latin root, then the meaning of the 
word Advent, as Dom Guéranger reminds us, is “[f]rom the Latin word Adventus, which signifies a coming.” (1) 
My experience, however, and I suspect the experience of most people, is that Advent is more of a sort of a 
(liturgical or spiritual) preparation for the coming of the Lord at Christmas, no? Or, to use the expression of 
Cardinal Ratzinger, most people think of Advent in terms of “expectation,” if they think of it at all.  
 Now, that’s rather a sad thought, sad, in the sense that people might not think of Advent at all in the 
busy days before Christmas. Just how many people, in the hustle and bustle of the holiday season, really 
take the liturgical season of Advent seriously? You see, if we really begin to understand what Advent is all 
about, we might just slow down just a little bit for the next few weeks, and, because of our slowing down, we 
might just find that our Christmas would truly be enriched. Wouldn’t that be a good thing? But, to do all of 
that, first we must find out the true meaning of Advent. 
 Cardinal Ratzinger can help us with the meaning of Advent. He explains: 
 

‘Advent’ does not, for example, mean ‘expectation,’ as some may think. It is a translation of the Greek 
word parousia which means ‘presence’ or, more accurately, ‘arrival,’ i.e., the beginning of a presence. 
In antiquity the word was a technical term for the presence of a king or ruler and also of the god being 
worshipped, who bestows his parousia on his devotees for a time. ‘Advent,’ then, means a presence 
begun, the presence being that of God. (2)  

 
Advent, then, if we look at it the way Cardinal Ratzinger is explaining it to us, is not so much a preparation 
for Christmas. Rather, Advent is a mysterious call to us, a reminder, to remember two things,  
 

first, that God’s presence in the world has already begun, that He is present though in a hidden 
manner; second, that His presence has only begun, and is not yet full and complete, that it is in a 
state of development, of becoming and progressing toward its full form. His presence has already 
begun, and we, the faithful, are the ones through whom He wishes to be present in the world. (3) 
 
We know, our faith tells us quite clearly, that God is present in the world. Our presence at the 

Eucharistic celebration is an affirmation of our belief that God is present in the world, just as our presence 
affirms our belief in Christ’s presence in the Most Blessed Sacrament. However, that second point of Cardinal 
Ratzinger’s, “that His presence has only begun… and we, the faithful, are the ones through whom He wishes 
to be present in the world.” I often wonder, with some amount of concern, if my people, my friends, if I, 
myself, really believe that the Lord wants to use us – and even me! – to achieve His full presence in the world? 
Do I believe that? Do I believe that He can use all of us? 

And, let us go a step further. It is not simply a question of using flawed, human instruments to be 
present in the world. It is also a question that the Lord uses our everyday existence, as bland and dry as 
those existences are. St. Faustina made this point quite beautifully in her diary when she wrote: 

 
O life so dull and monotonous, how many treasures you contain! When I look at everything with the  
eyes of faith, no two hours are alike, and the dullness and monotony disappear. The grace which is 
given me in this hour will not be repeated in the next. It may be given me again, but it will not be the 
same grace. Time goes on, never to return again. Whatever is enclosed in it will never change; it seals 
with a seal for eternity. (4) 
 
Advent is really a challenge for us, I think, in this age. Society, the world, if you wish to use that term, 

calls us to go faster and faster, to buy more and more things, to enter into a whirl of parties, until we get to 
the point, finally, that we wish that everything, including the so-called ‘holiday season,’ would just go away. 



(Isn’t that really the truth?) But, we really do have a choice in at least some of this. We can pull back from 
some of our so-called ‘holiday’ activities. And do what? 

The challenge of Advent is to enter into the room of our souls, as St. Matthew reminds us: “Whenever 
you pray, go to your room, close your door, and pray to your Father in secret. And your Father, Who sees what 
no man sees, will repay you.” (St. Matthew 6. 6) Or, as Cardinal Ratzinger explains:  

 
We will know God to the extent that we are set free from ourselves. This brings us back to the main 
theme of Advent: We will know God to the extent that we give Him room to be present in us. A person 
can spend his life seeking God in vain if he does not enable God to continue in his life the presence 
begun. (5) 
 
And there it is, the real meaning of Advent. Advent is the season that celebrates the presence begun – 

not just Jesus coming into the world, but Jesus’ presence in us!  
In the season of Advent, mystery and miracle join together as one. Amazing but true. Maybe this year 

our Advent might be just a little bit richer? Perhaps we might slow down this Advent to ponder on the mystery 
of Christ’s presence among us which is expressed in the words of Auden’s poem with which I shall leave you: 

 
 
Alone, alone, about a dreadful wood, of conscious evil runs a lost mankind, Dreading to find its 
Father, lest it find the Goodness it has dreaded is not good: 
Alone, alone, about our dreadful wood. 
 
Where is that Law for which we broke our own, where now that Justice for which Flesh resigned 
Her hereditary right to passion, Mind, His will to absolute power? Gone. Gone. 
Where is that Law for which we broke our own? 
 
The Pilgrim Way has led to the Abyss. Was it to meet such grinning evidence we left our richly odoured 
ignorance? 
Was the triumphant answer to be this? The Pilgrim Way has led to the Abyss. 
 
We who must die demand a miracle. How could the Eternal do a temporal act, the Infinite  
become a finite fact? 
Nothing can save us that is possible: We who must die demand a miracle. (6) 
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