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The Advent Wrczlt{a

The celebration of Christ's birth on
the 25th December was introduced as a
special feast in Rome in the middle of the
fourth century, and quickly became one
of the main feasts of the Christian Year.
During this time also, the practice of
keepingapenitential scason before Christ-
mas became widespread. In the [3th
century it was fixed to the four weeks.
leading up to Christmas.

‘The name Advent means coring
and refers both to the coming of Christ
in his birth at Bethlehem, and to his
coming as the Judge of all at the end of
time. The Sunday readings and hymns
reflect this dual theme of Christ’s com-
ing as savior and judge; our joy and our
penitence; our “already but-not-yet”
existence

The Adventwreathoriginated sev-
eral hundred years ago among the
Lutherans of eastern Germany. and prob-
ably came from the symbols of light
that were used in folklore during the
wintermonths of November and Decem-
ber. At that time of the year, pre-Chris-
tian culture feared the winter solstice,
the shortest day of the year, as a ume
when the malignant activity of evil
spirits was specially active. During the
month of Yule (December) lighted can-
dles were placed on a wheel, with a
prayer that the god of light wrn the
wheel of the earth toward the sun and
lengthen the days.
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The Church christianized many
of these light and fire symbols. The
everereens, branches of fir, originally
placed near the hearth, symbolized the
everlasting lite found in Christ. This is
the origin of qur plastic Christmas trees.
One of the branches, bent to form a
circle, further symbolized life without
end. The candles symbolized God's
Son as the light of the world, and there
are four candles for the four weeks of
Advent

Gradually.the Advent wreath be-
came a traditional symbol reminding
the faithful of the old Testament, when
humanity was “sitting in darkness and
in the shadow of death.” When the
prophets, illumined by God, announced
the coming of the Redeemer; and when
the hearts of humans glowed with the
desire for the Messiah. The wreath
itself came to symbolize the fulfilment
of time—the coming of Christ and the
glory of His birth.

John Parton in “The Deacon’s Treasure.
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The Symbels and Terms of Advent

Purple (and blue in some Protestant
churches) are the colors for Advent. Why?
Ancient tradition couples purple with
repentance, an emphasis of Advent. John
the Baptizer’s call to repentance is heard
in the Scripture readings for Advent. The
more recent use of blue signifies hope, as
the people of God look forward to Christ’s
final coming at the end of time.

Son of David is the title for a descen-
dant of the great Old Testament Jewish
king who ruled during the high point of
Jewish power and unity as a nation. A
man of God, David came from the town of
Bethlehem.

Emmanuel (or Immanuel) is a He-
brew word meaning “God is with us.”
Tsaiah the prophet recorded the Lord’s
promise to come to ruleamong us with
peace and justice. God fulfilled this
promise in Jesus.

The Advent wreath’s bright candles
(shown on the other side) are symbols of
Christ, the Light of the World. Litweek by
week, first one, then two, three, and fi-
nally four at a time, the candles include
three purple or blue candles and one
pink. (The pink one is lit on the third
Sunday in Advent, once known as “Re-
joice” Sunday.) The lighting of the wreath
leads us to Christmas.

Advent calendars also help us count
the days to Christ's birth, giving young
and old a daily reminder of where our
Christian hopes lie—with the holy child
in the lowly manger.

The Jesse Tree, named after King David’s
father, appears in many homes and
churches during Advent. Decorated with
0ld Testament symbols, it celebrates
Jesus’ ancestors, whose faith and lives
are recorded in the Jewish scriptures.

The Message of the Advent Scriptures

The Sunday Scripture readings for
Advent are a rich source of Advent inspi-
ration, helping us look back and ahead.

This year, from Isaiah, the great Old
Testament prophet, we receive many
memorable Advent pictures:

» the young shoot growing from the
stump of Jesse’s family tree

o the young virgin who will bear a son
and call him “God is with us”

o the heavenly Father crying, “Com-
fort, comfort my people!”

o the words which Jesus was later to
read in the synagogue and apply to his
mission “to bring good news to the

oppressed, to bind up the broken-
hearted, to proclaim liberty to cap-
tives.”

In this year's Gospel readings for Ad-
vent we glimpse three major moments
from Jesus’ life:

s Jesus’ preaching about the last days,
which still lie ahead of us

 John the Baptizer’s preaching for
repentance and faith in the One who
was to come; and

o Jesus’ first coming as God’s light ina
dark universe, as a baby born to a
humble couple.
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