Homily Matthew 24:37-44

We began today’s liturgy with a ceremony that is repeated in churches and homes
throughout the world: the lighting of the Advent Wreath...the lighting of a candle, the
symbol of Advent. This single small flame, burning alone among the others yet to be lit,
reminds us that this is a celebration of beginnings; a celebration of waiting and
anticipation. So, if Advent is a celebration of beginnings, of waiting and anticipation, it
may seem strange that today’s Gospel turns our attention to the end times, to the
coming of the heavenly judge. It is for this reason that our celebration of beginnings
reminds us first of the end that is still ahead of us. We are on a journey, and in this
reminder, we are encouraged to reflect on the profound dimensions of our Advent
season as a whole. The Advent candle is an image of the mission each one of us
has...to give light and warmth to those around us...passing on our flame to them. This
is how we make headway on our journey. It is not enough to know that this life is a path;
we must also travel that path and traveling the path to our true destination involves a
constant effort to be true to our Christian identity, to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ,” as
St. Paul told us in our Second Reading. Now is the time to “Throw off the works of
darkness and put on the armor of light.”

We are given a beautiful image for reflection on this first Sunday of Advent. Jesus the
Word unfolds the Word as He uses Noah as a type of biblical lens for us to see how He
interprets His own role as the Son of Man. Just as the flood came unawares in the days
of Noah, so it will be with Jesus. He will come without warning. Jesus offers us a wake-
up call, but it is more jarring than soothing. It intends to pull us from under the covers of
our slumber, from under the cloud of our complacency, into the daylight of opportunity.
“Stay awake! For you do not know on which day your Lord will come!” You can hear the
alarm, the urgency in His voice. | recently saw a billboard that read, “Jesus is
coming...and boy is He mad!” This is not the spirit of the wake-up call of Jesus. He does
not call us from the slumber of our night into the daylight of a nightmare. Jesus is not
commanding an end to ordinary life. He does not call His Church to go to the rooftops to
look up into the sky, waiting for His return. He calls His Church to the streets...to live in
the light of His return is to live a life even more helpful and enthusiastic. Actually, this life
is an Advent, a journey towards Christ who is coming. And the steps of that journey are
steps of self-giving, not self-indulgence, steps of self-forgetfulness, not self-
centeredness. To be awake means to live, to be aware of our surroundings, to be aware
of our opportunities to share the Good News of Jesus in our words and in our actions.
To be awake means to be aware of our blessings.



In its most obvious sense, Advent is, of course, a preparation for Christmas, the feast of
the birth of our Lord. We are invited to feel the meaning of that feast more intensely by
reflecting on the history of humanity, and especially the Jewish people, awaiting a
salvific act of God. But in a more profound sense, Advent is not merely an emotional
recalling of the past history of salvation. It is possible and reasonable for us to enter into
an imaginative longing for Christ precisely because there is in us a real longing...an
expectation of salvation yet to come. The “coming” of the Christ event, in its full
dimension, is not complete with the birth of Jesus or even with His historic life, death,
and resurrection. Its glorious fulfillment, in which we are included, still remains in the
future. It is for this reason that we declare at each Eucharist that, “We wait in joyful hope
for the coming of our Savior Jesus Christ.” Advent is the season of our most explicit
awareness of that waiting and hope.

Advent is meant to wake us up to the life we take for granted, to the world that needs
conversion, and to the Word of God that ignites them both. The liturgy of Advent
encourages us to feel a longing that has nothing to do with Christmas lists or material
wants. In a spirit contrary to the invitation of the commercial world around us, Advent
invites us to an interiority, self-examination, purification, and simplicity. It asks us to put
first things first; to know what we are about. The message of the holiday ads that
bombard us tell us about the “hottest deals,” the “must have” fashions, and invite us to
“feel the magic.” We are urged to embrace a materialistic fantasy, to imagine ourselves
possessing those sparkling consumer items, to get swept up in the illusion that having
more things will make us happy. But the Gospel message to us is “Be Awake.” To be
awake is to be conscious, to know what is going on, not to be dreaming or living in
illusion. We are to be spiritually awake, and being spiritually awake means waiting,
being in expectation of God, holding ourselves ready for God’s coming.

As we look upon the Advent wreath, we must all accept the task that it represents:
lighting and preserving the flame of hope. When we gather at the Eucharist, we signify
our hope by giving thanks; we see the past that we commemorate as leading forward
and giving life. When we share fellowship, peace, and communion, what we await, what
we long for is among us...the love of God that is our true nourishment. It is this love that
lights in us the Advent flame, light and warmth for our hearts, a sign of hope for the
world. In practice, that hope is also the act of love. We can only feel the reality of what
hope promises if we are already living it...and what our hope promises is love. So, this
Advent. Let us not allow ourselves to be put to sleep spiritually...hypnotized by the
frenetic pace of the materialistic demands of society. Let us share the Good News of
Jesus Christ with someone who needs to hear it. Let us help someone—even just one
person—arrive at Christmas this year not just distracted from their troubles but filled



with the meaning of life. Let us invite someone into the Ark...not Noah'’s Ark that
perished, but the Ark of the Church that Christ has guaranteed will make it through the
floods of time and into the eternal harbor of heaven.



