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DEAR PADRE 

Is Advent a penitenƟal season? 
      Strictly speaking, the penitential times in the Church are 
“every Friday of the whole year and the season of 
Lent” (Code of Canon Law, 1250). Advent is a time to pre-
pare for Christmas when Christ’s First Coming is remem-
bered, and this remembrance directs the mind and heart to 
await Christ’s Second Coming at the end of time. (See Uni-
versal Norms on the Liturgical Year and the General Ro-
man Calendar, 39.) While Advent is more anticipatory than 
penitential, the US Conference of Catholic Bishops states, 
“Advent also includes an element of penance in the sense of 
preparing, quieting, and disciplining our hearts for the full 
joy of Christmas.” Although, historically, Advent was simi-
lar to Lent as a forty-day period of prayer and fasting, it 
was less severe than the season preceding Easter, and it 
lacked uniformity in the Western Church. The Eastern 
Church still begins the Nativity Fast on November 15, 
while in the Western Church, Advent begins four Sundays 
before Christmas. 

 Regardless, the significant focus of Advent is our Lord’s 
coming (adventus in Latin). The Church reflects this antici-
pation of Advent through such practices as limiting floral 
arrangements in the sanctuary, simpler liturgical music, and 
omitting the Gloria at Mass until Christmas. We can also 
reflect the anticipation of Advent through such spiritual 
practices as participation in works of charity, moderation in 
shopping, celebration of the sacrament of penance, fasting 
on Fridays, and prayerful contemplation on our Savior’s 
Incarnation. ●  

Fr. Byron Miller, CSsR / DearPadre.org

First Sunday of Advent 
TREASURES FROM OUR TRADITION 

“People in love make signs of love,” wrote our bishops 
in a document guiding the renewal of liturgical music. They 
were not merely urging us to sing at Mass, but suggesting 
that the song itself is a sign of the love of Christ. Love nev-
er expressed dies, as we know from experience. Flowers for 
no special reason, a caress, a hug, a turn around the dance 
floor, a note on the pillow or in the lunchbox, the aroma of 
fresh bread in the kitchen, all are signs of love’s vitality.
 A significant treasure in our Catholic tradition is the 
place of the sacraments as signs of Christ’s love. We can 
trace the sacraments back to scriptural sources, through 
centuries of history They are woven through family tradi-
tion and our own life story. Sacraments are the way Christ 
makes signs of love for the Church. For twenty centuries, 
God has spoken to us in the arena of the sacraments, and we 
have responded. 
 For the next year of “Treasure” essays, we will explore 
the story of sacraments: their sources, their signs and ritu-
als, and the way Christ nurtures and sustains us as we en-
counter him, the companion on our journey who loves us 
and faithfully makes signs of that love. 

—Rev. James Field 

Good News 

     This is the first Sunday of Advent, and the excitement 
is palpable. Writing 800 years before Christ, the prophet 
Isaiah sounds like breaking news: “They shall beat their 
swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning 
hooks.” The psalmist announces we are already there: “And 
now we have set foot within your gates, O Jerusalem.” 
Saint Paul tickles our fancy with another whole round of 
“revelation” yet to come “on the day of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” Only Jesus himself seems a little cautious: “Be 
watchful! Be alert!” The Lord “is coming,” but he’s not 
here yet. Leave it to Jesus to force the paradox for which 
Advent seems to have been created: Jesus is present, but we 
dare not “sleep,” lest we miss him! 

 How do we wait for Christmas? After Halloween, the 
Christmas lights go up, the carols start, the “Merry Christ-
mas!” / “Happy Holidays!” debate begins. Lent is a time for 
repentance, alms, and fasting. But there’s no fasting in Ad-
vent: we fill bags with gifts and stockings with goodies. 
The Church tries to slow us down and encourage a little 
reflecting to prepare the way, led by John the Baptist. So 
let’s keep waiting; let’s hold on to our peace. Christmas 
Eve will be here soon enough. But let’s not be too austere. 
A full menu of holiday parties and concerts and family 
feasts can legitimately “anticipate” Christmas. Let’s cheer 
each other: Merry Advent!  

MIGUEL DULICK  
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