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Advent is a call for justice 

 
The church in its memory of Advent always looks in two directions: in the direction of the first 
Advent, whose date is fixed and whose place is Palestine, and in the direct of the Advent to come, 
whose date is unknown to us and whose place is in the everywhere and every time of suffering. This 
means that sometimes people are not sure what to do with Advent.  Is it a little Lent before 
Christmas, with flowers forbidden and fasting promoted as we wait for the coming of Christ to 
complete all things?  Or is it the celebration of Mary and her pregnancy, the time when the whole 
world is "charged with the grandeur of God", ready to "flame out like shining from shook foil"? as 
Gerald Manley Hopkins puts it.   Is it the season of anticipation of the coming of God’s Child of 
Peace in bodily form?  Or is it a season of abject shame and horror at our un-preparedness for 
judgment?      
 
Joan Chittister says,  “One of the problems with Advent is that it gets swallowed up by Christmas. 
The truth is, of course, that Advent signals the coming of Christmas. But the kind of Christmas the 
liturgical period of Advent is meant to signal is not the Christmas we celebrate in the general 
community.  Civil Christmas is about the storing up of things.” 
 
The getting of things, so we become obsessed with getting our Christmas shopping done; what will 
I get for X, Y? Will I get what I want, like?  Will I get everything ready in time, food, presents. Our 
already hectic lives become even fuller – end of year Christmas parties; concerts; speech days.  
 
Joan Chittister  again says, “The Christmas to which Advent points is about being emptied out so we 
can become full.” 
 
She expands this enigmatic comment by saying, 
The Jesus “who did not cling to being God,” but is like us in all things, models what most of us take 
the greater part of our lives to learn: how to “be ourselves.” The divinity who comes to us as an 
infant is the paradigm of what it means to learn from life as we grow into who and what we’re 
meant to be. The God who comes without retinue or riches is the metaphor of a humility that 
requires us to remember how really small we are in the universe – and to come to the point where 
that is enough for us. 
 
I take it that Chittister is talking about us  becoming more fully and completely human which is 
what the incarnation is all about, to paraphrase St Athanasius “God became like us  so that we 
might become what God is”   and God is love .  
 
It is precisely this that Paul writes to the Thessalonians, despite his troubles and sorrows, 
encouraging them to hold firm: ‘May the Lord be generous in increasing your love and make you 
love one another and the whole human race as much as we love you.’  Paul wants us to have more 
during Advent – but its not the more of the marketers that so dominate the Christmas TV Ads.  He 
prays that the ‘more’, ‘the increase’ will be in the form of love we have towards each other and 
towards all human beings [and the whole of creation], not an increase in material goods (not for 
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ourselves at least) but an abundance of love. He wants us to have blameless hearts.  The ancient 
world believed that the heart was the centre of emotion.  They believed that it had something to do 
with the centre of life and feeling. They knew it could be choked with the cares of the world - just 
as cholesterol chokes the heart of the blood supply it needs.  Paul’s prays that our lives may be 
capable of taking on an increase in love, that we have our hearts strengthened, and blameless;  
 
This abundant love seems strangely scarce today when we remember the forgotten people of Iraq, 
of Darfur, the people living with HIV/AIDS in various parts of the globe, the workers who have 
become disposable in the face of continuing corporate greed, the thousands of Falun Gong 
practitioners persecuted in China, the people of West Papua in their struggle to build a nation that is 
their own, the detainees at Guantanamo Bay, etc…..     
 
Jesus tells us to look up and raise our heads, not to cower or look away.  The Day of the Lord is to 
be searched out, looked into, sought after, watched for, with lifted hands and hearts.    
 
To lift up our heads means being able to see beyond what is on our plate and look out how we may 
do justice, look out actively for new and creative ways to DO the gospel, and look for the second 
Advent. 
 
Jeremiah speaks of the promises that from the root of David will emerge a ‘Just One’, a ‘truly 
human One’.  The coming of this Just One will involve for us a new way of relating to each other, a 
new way of being which does not have to do with getting and spending, but with loving and being. 
When you see these things happen, then you can know that the Reign of God is near.  
  
The human One comes to inspire us to share our possessions with the poor; to be generous to those 
people nobody cares about, to encourage us to not give up leaving the transformation of the world 
to God but to make a difference by working together to build that new earth.  
 
When we are told by Luke to look up it is not to expect our liberation or salvation from the skies but 
to recognise that we are the raw material that prepares for God’s coming. The Incarnation, God 
taking on human flesh, is not just a past event but about Jesus becoming real in our flesh TODAY.  
Those who knew Jesus recognised a divine quality in the way he treated people. His inspiration 
today is the possibility of a divine quality in the way we live on his behalf. As we become more 
fully ourselves – live out what it is to be made in the image of God. 
 
I said at the beginning the church in its memory of Advent always looks in two directions: in the 
direction of the first Advent, whose date is fixed and whose place is Palestine, and in the direct of 
the Advent to come, whose date is unknown to us and whose place is in the everywhere and every 
time of suffering. The real focus needs to be where these two intersect – here and now in the 
present. In the nitty gritty of our lives. That is where the Advent that really matters takes places if 
only we have the wit to get it. 
 
The reign of God is present in any moment when we see and stand with those who suffer. It is in 
this seeing and standing that we know the One who is to come, and who is indeed, present. Christ’s 
coming is geared not so much to great end of all things, but now, when the demands for justice 
require.  
 
The suffering of this world is so great that only those whose eyes are able to avoid seeing, and 
whose ears can not hear, can miss it. The powers are so great as to drown out our visions of the stars 
in the heavens and our hopes here on earth, for who can see when the terror looms, the bombs drop 
or when the wants of the few outweigh the needs of the many? It is an Advent time, now. 
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Advent is a call for justice: for a call to remembrance of just why God in Christ Jesus came into the 
world – that we might have life, and have it to the full. The incarnation is good news to the poor.  
This drives our sense of the Advent that is always near: the advent of God's liberating message to 
those who suffer – the message that "when you see these things taking place, you know that the 
reign of God is near."  
 
The powers of this world, which include among their particular strengths the power to make war 
and inflict terror and the power to amass capital at the expenses of reducing whole peoples to 
disposability, do not exhaust the power that is God's in Jesus Christ. That power is known in the 
child born in a manger and the One who comes in glory to those who seek justice in this world, the 
world for which Our Lord and Saviour gave his life.  
 
________________________________ 
 
The Quotes from Joan Chittister, Benedictine Nun are from a reflection published in The National Catholic 
Reporter, December 12, 2003. 
 
With acknowledgement to material prepared by Claude Mostowick msc for the First Sunday in Advent 
Year C, RCL. 
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