
 In Paradise Lost, John Milton makes the observation that “songs divide the night, and 

lift our thoughts to heaven.”1  While that’s the case throughout the liturgical year, it’s 

particularly true of Advent, a season with an extraordinarily rich musical heritage.  One of our 

traditional Advent hymns, People Look East, captures the import of the season in just two lines:  

“People, look east and sing today; Love, the Lord, is on the way.”2   

 For many centuries, the Christian people quite literally looked toward the east.  People 

spent their lives worshipping in a church where the altar and the celebrant faced the east, and 

when they passed from this life, they were buried facing the east.  There was a very good 

reason for this, of course:  the east is the direction of the rising sun.  It’s the direction from 

which the light of day begins to dispel and eventually to overcome the darkness of night.  And, 

consequently, it’s the direction from which tradition holds that Christ will return. 

 To be “looking east” is to anticipate Christ coming again in glory.  It’s to anticipate our 

resurrection.  That’s what discipleship is in no small measure:  it’s “looking east”. 

 But it’s not just “looking east” on the last day.  It’s “looking east” today and every day.  

Just as the dawn breaks every morning, so too does the Light of Christ come every day, no 

matter how dark our individual or collective nights may be.  The blessing and the challenge of 

the Advent season is to examine whether we anticipate — joyfully, expectantly anticipate — 

His daily appearance in our lives, often in ways and circumstances we cannot anticipate and 

sometimes in ways we wouldn’t choose.  And, just as importantly, do we recognize and 

welcome His appearance to others — not just those for whom we feel an affinity, but also to 

those with whom we disagree or dislike? 

 The season of Advent reminds us that if we’re unable or unwilling to recognize Christ 

when He comes today calling us to respond to anger with charity, to need with compassion, to 

 
1 Quoted in Simon Jackson, “Milton and Music,” Christ’s College Cambridge, Christs.cam.ac.uk, 
https://darknessvisible.christs.cam.ac.uk/music.html 
2 People Look East, https://christianmusicandhymns.com/2022/10/people-look-east.html 



  2 

 

pridefulness with humility, to division with reconciliation, we’re probably not going to recognize 

Him on the last day, either.   

 For the last day, the day on which He’ll come again as King, won’t be fundamentally 

different than the day when He first came to us as a helpless infant born in a feeding trough.  

He didn’t come in glory then; He came as an impoverished migrant.  He didn’t come as a great 

king, but as a commoner, as one of us.  And while He’ll one day return in triumph, He returns 

day after day in the common circumstances where we have the chance to continue His works 

of love, mercy, and forgiveness. 

 That’s one of the lessons our liturgical calendar teaches us.  The Solemnity of Christ the 

King, the anticipation of Christ’s return to bring His kingdom, already present (albeit 

incompletely), to its full fruition on the last day, is followed by today’s First Sunday of Advent.  

The last day is anticipated by the first, the day of Christ’s birth, and the first foreshadows the 

last. 

 It’s no accident that Jesus refers to Himself as “the Alpha and the Omega”3 (referring to 

the first and the last letters of the Greek alphabet).  He is indeed the first and the last, and the 

last day that will come at the end of time as we know it, the day of His coming again, must 

always be understood in the context of the day He first came to us as in poverty and humility, 

because until He comes on the last day, that’s how He’ll appear to us most often today, 

tomorrow, and the day after that — in the humble, unremarkable events of everyday life.  He’ll 

come, too, when darkness has fallen over us, reminding us that if we keep our gaze fixed on 

the east, the rays of His solace will soon appear over the horizon to dispel our disappointments 

and anxieties.  We’ll be reminded of this a month from now when we hear John tell us at 

 
3 Rev 1:8 (NAB) 



  3 

 

Christmas, “The true light, which enlightens everyone was coming into the world … the light 

shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.”4 

 Our age, like every age, knows its share of darkness, and from time to time the 

shadows fall on each of our lives.  But there is always light, the Light of Christ that glows even 

in the darkest of nights.  “You will do well,” Peter reminds us, “to be attentive to it, as to a lamp 

shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.”5 

 We don’t have to wait for the last day to greet Christ, nor do we need to know when it 

will come.   

 We don’t have to wait for the “unexpected day … at an unknown hour”6 on which He 

tells us He’ll return to see our individual or collective darkness yield to the approaching dawn. 

 The Light of Christ is already here. 

 We simply have to “look east” to find it in the needs we can meet, the peace we can 

bring, and the charity we can extend.  That’ll be our song that divides the night.  That’ll be our 

answer to those who’d have us be, in Shakespeare’s phrase, “angler[s] in the lake of 

darkness.”7 

 We have simply to follow the Light and, in doing so, be led once again to the realization 

that as Christ promised, “Behold, I make all things new.”8 

 

 
4 Jn 1:9, 5 (NAB) 
5 2 Pet 1:19 (NAB) 
6 Lk 12:46 (NAB) 
7 William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Lear, I.xiii 
8 Rev 21:5 (NAB) 


