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Advent, the End and the Beginning 

The First Sunday of Advent is regarded in the Western Church as the beginning of the 
liturgical year.  But Advent is first of all about the end of time.  Because the term itself 
means “coming” or “arrival,” and because it precedes Christmas, many have misunderstood 
Advent to be exclusively a time to get ready to celebrate the coming of a child at Bethlehem.   

In fact, the primary focus of Advent is on 
what is popularly called “the second 
coming.”  Thus Advent concerns the 
future of the Risen One, who will judge 
wickedness and prevail over every evil.  
Advent is the celebration of the promise 
that Christ will bring an end to all that is 
contrary to the ways of God; the 
resurrection of Jesus is the first sign of 
this destruction of the powers of death, 
the inauguration and anticipation of 
what is yet to come in fullness.   

As such, the opening Sundays of Advent 
bring to sharp focus themes that in the 
lectionary system have been 
accumulating for some weeks; for as the 
lectionary year closes, the Gospel 
readings, in particular, deal with signs of 
the end.  What may seem to be an 
anomaly is a very important theological 
point:  The beginning of the liturgical 
year takes our thinking to the very end of 
things.  For “end” means not only the 
“end of time,” but the central purpose or 
goal of creation.   

We are not aimlessly wandering in a wilderness, even though we may be tempted to think 
so.  Rather, history is headed somewhere by direction (though not dictation) from God.  It is 
necessary that the liturgical year begin with this focus on a central, holy intention; for 
otherwise the story of Jesus, which is about to be rehearsed from conception and birth to 
death and resurrection, may seem less than what it is: the deliberate fulfilling of divine 
purpose, worked out through historical process.  
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Greek icon of  the Second Coming of  Christ, c. 1700



Only this focus on the central purpose of God in 
history can keep the story of Jesus from falling 
into the superstitious or almost magical 
understandings that often afflict the Christian 
community, on the one hand, or into the 
trivialization and irrelevance that characterize 
secular interpretations, on the other hand.  The 
intertwining of an ultimate goal and of the 
historical process that leads to that end 
establishes the otherwise puzzling design of the 
Advent season.  

We start the Advent observances with the 
future: “The reign of God is coming. Prepare!”  
We end with the past: “Messiah will be born in 
Bethlehem. Rejoice!”  As we proceed across the 
four Sundays of the season both motifs are 
sounded; but the volume of the future emphasis 
declines as the sound level of the emphasis on 
the past increases.  Apart from coming to terms 
with this design, it is impossible to make sense 
of the fact that the Gospel readings of Advent 
begin with a mature Jesus teaching about the 
reign of God, and close with an unborn Jesus, 
still in Mary’s womb. 
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13th century Icon of  Our Lady of  the Sign

Celebrate Chanted Compline on Saturday nights in Advent 
@ 8pm in Church (and streamed live on Zoom) 

The ancient office of Compline derives its name from a Latin 
word meaning ‘completion’ (completorium).  It is descended from 
the night prayers said before bed at the end of the monastic round 
of daily prayer, and is above all a service of quietness and reflection 
before rest at the end of the day.  Compline finds its fullest expression 
when it is the last thing we do before retiring to bed.  According to the Jewish reckoning 
of time Sunday begins after the sun sets on Saturday afternoon.  Therefore Compline on 
Saturday evening at 8pm is truly the beginning of Sunday and a wonderful opportunity to 
prepare ourselves for the reception of Holy Communion the following morning.
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Trinity’s 
new 

Labyrinth 

The ancient practice of pilgrimage continues to 
be practiced by Christians to this day who 
seek to journey to the Holy Land, and walk in 
the footsteps of Jesus.  However, this is not a 
privilege that is possible for all of us.  The 
spirituality of walking a labyrinth became, in 
ancient times, a substitute for those who were 
not able to make a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land.  Advent, with its emphasis on 
preparation for meeting our Lord and 
journeying toward Christmas is as good a time 
as any to walk a labyrinth.  Do stroll over to 
Trinity’s new labyrinth in the coming days to 
make your Advent pilgrimage.  Thank you to 
Justin Bursack and his scout troop who 
constructed the labyrinth.  Click here to learn 
more about the spirituality of labyrinths. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WQyAK8_k5EesAyIfm3MA0H9g028g8nizPvIffSKWTGs/edit?usp=sharing


Christmas: The Great Exchange 

Christmas is the season of the great exchange.  Greeting cards are exchanged, as are social 
invitations and visits.  Gifts are exchanged around the Christmas tree on December 25 — 
and at store counters on December 26.  But none of that begins to 
approximate what is meant here by “the great exchange.”  For in 
the depths of its meaning Christmas is about the exchange of 
divinity and humanity, of eternity and temporality, of life and 
death.   

The season’s familiarity and its immense popular appeal obscure 
the fact that Christmas is a mystery comparable to that of Easter/
Pasch and fully dependent on faith in the Paschal victory.  The 
wonder of Christmas is not, as might be supposed, “How can a 
virgin bear a child?”  The virginal conception of Jesus is not in itself 
the mystery but is rather one way of pointing to the mystery, of 
indicating that what occurred at Bethlehem is outside the bounds 
of both human experience and explanation.  The marvel is that the 
creator of the cosmos comes as creature for the purpose of setting 
right all that has gone wrong on this tiny planet.  The wonder is 
that the Eternal One who can be neither created nor destroyed 
willingly becomes subject both to birth and to death. 
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‘Virgin Mary’  
by Siniša Simon



Confronted with the crucifixion and 
resurrection of Jesus, the church before 
long had to ask:  “Is this inaugurator of 
a new creation simply one of us, as 
limited as we are in time, in space, in 
obedience to God?”  The answer kept 
coming back, “No! This is One sent from 
God in a way that we have never known 
before.  For the new creation cannot be 
inaugurated except by the One who 
fashioned the creation in the first place.  
This One is fully obedient and freed 
from the constraints of time and space.”   

After the Synoptic writers have begun 
this process of reinterpreting who Jesus 
is, then comes the Gospel of John, 
which opens not with a birth narrative 
(as do Matthew and Luke) but with a 
profound theological assertion reaching 
back even beyond creation itself:  “In 
the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.  He was in the beginning with God.  
All things came into being through him, 
and without him not one thing came 
into being.  What has come into being in 
him was life, and the life was the light of 
all people…  And the Word became flesh 

and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of 
grace and truth.”  (John 1:1-4, 14) 

Christmas commemorates the appearing of that Eternal Word in our midst.  To settle for 
the romance of a displaced mother giving birth in a stable, to argue about how a virgin can 
conceive a child, is to bring profundity to the brink of ruin.  Christmas is the enfleshment 
of God, the humiliation of the Most High and divine participation in all that is painful, ugly, 
frustrating, and limited.  Divinity takes on humanity, to restore the image of God implanted 
at creation but sullied by sin. Here is the great exchange Christmas ponders, that God 
became like us that we might become like God.  God accepted death that the world might 
accept life.  The Creator assumed temporality to redeem creation from futility.   
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‘The Incarnation of  The Word’ by maha rukab



This is all most beautifully and succinctly 
captured in the collect for the Second Sunday 
after Christmas Day:  “O God, who 
wonderfully created, and yet more 
wonderfully restored, the dignity of human 
nature:  Grant that we may share the divine 
life of him who humbled himself to share our 
humanity, your Son Jesus Christ; who lives 
and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.” 
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The 12 Days of  Christmas 

“On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me a partridge in a pear tree” is more 
than a frivolous holiday diversion.  It is the evidence that once Christmas truly was 
celebrated as a season of twelve days — not simply a day, and not December 25 plus 
however many preceding days might be needed to make preparations for it.  Particularly 
in “merry old England” the entire twelve days were filled with celebration, often in the 
nature of secular revelry, which was one of the things to which the Puritans objected so 
strenuously.  Indeed on the west side of the Atlantic, where the Puritans got their way, it 
was at times illegal to take off work on December 25 or to commemorate the Lord’s birth 
in any outward way.  Christmas observances were deemed idolatrous, or at least 
considered undesirable remnants of Roman Catholicism.  We may find it difficult to 
believe, but the universal recovery of the observance of Christmas by Protestants in the 
United States came only after great controversy in many quarters; in Massachusetts, 
where Christmas had been specifically outlawed from 1659 to 1681, December 25 did not 

become a legal holiday until 1856.  
For the most part, what got 
recovered once we did make our 
peace with Christmas festivities was 
Christmas Day without the other 
eleven days.  In one of those ironies 
history seems to love, we have now 
developed a “Christmas season” that 
begins before December 25 and 
extends backward to early December 
(or November, or even September in 
the commercial world) instead of 
extending forward for twelve days. 



Schedule of  Advent & Christmas Services 

Saturday, November 27 — 8pm Chanted Compline 
First Sunday in Advent, November 28 

8am Rite I Holy Eucharist 
10am Rite II Holy Eucharist  

Saturday, December 4 — 8pm Chanted Compline 
Second Sunday in Advent, December 5 

8am Rite I Holy Eucharist 
10am Rite II Holy Eucharist 

Saturday, December 11 — 8pm Chanted Compline 
Third Sunday in Advent, December 12 

8am Rite I Holy Eucharist 
10am Rite II Holy Eucharist 

Saturday, December 18 — 8pm Chanted Compline 
Fourth Sunday in Advent, December 19 

8am Rite I Holy Eucharist 
10am Rite II Holy Eucharist 

Christmas Eve, Friday, December 24 
4:30pm Rite II Holy Eucharist & Children’s Pageant  

10:30pm Nine Lessons and Carols 

Christmas Day, Saturday, December 25 
9am Rite I Holy Eucharist  

Feast of St Stephen, Sunday, December 26 
9am Rite II Morning Prayer 

Epiphany Sunday, January 2 
8am Rite I Holy Eucharist 

10am Rite II Holy Eucharist
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Both the Advent and Christmas liturgical reflections are adapted from Laurence 
Hull Stookey.  Stookey was Professor of  Preaching and Worship at Wesley 

Theological Seminary, Washington,D.C.


