Advent:  The Church’s New Year

Advent:  from Latin adventus, meaning arrival or coming. A fairly common word in our own American vernacular  --  but do we truly know what Advent signifies in the church year?   As Episcopalians we are perhaps familiar with the visual changes made for a church service during the church year  --  changes in colors, naming of seasons, changes of settings for Eucharist vs. an office.  But do we really know what the significance of Advent is to us for our corporate mindset?

Set in the winter, the liturgical season of Advent is the beginning of the church year, the church’s “New Year”. It is a reminder of the order of God’s creation:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  And the earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep; and the spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters.  Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light .  And God saw that the light was good and God separated the light from the darkness.  And God called the light day, and the darkness He called night.  And there was evening and there was morning, one day.  (Genesis 1:1-7, NAS)

A decidedly Eastern thought: the entire day begins in darkness, in rest, and extends into the daylight hours, our time of activity.  As the light of day increases, our anticipation of God’s coming presence, in the form of Jesus, on Christmas, increases.  Evergreens are symbolic of His continued presence with us, as they are green all year long, and are so used in the decoration of the church buildings and our homes as a visual reminder of that presence in our lives at all times. 

Early Advent wreaths were often made from wheels taken off carts or other means of transportation.  This sacrifice of a wheel, and thus a part of our busy-ness, was itself a visual reminder of God’s own sacrifice in taking on human flesh.The Advent wreath, both in home and in the nave, reminds us of the increasing light of God coming into the world, of our unity (the roundness of the wreath) with God. As each candle is lit, one per Sunday until all four are alive with light, speaks to the Light of God coming into the world, to dispel darkness. 

Scripture readings during Advent recall God’s working in our lives throughout the Old and New Testaments, again anticipatory reminders of what is to come on Christmas Day.

Colors of vestments and candles on the Advent wreath change: they may be purple or Sarum blue, both dark colors to complement the increased darkness of the winter.  But they also have another significance:  a liturgical one.  Purple was the sign of penitence, and Advent at one time was considered a mini-Lent, a time to reflect on our own relationship with God in the context of our own sin.  (It was also considered a royal color, because of the cost of the dye, and thus is a reminder of the lordship of Jesus in our lives.)  Many churches now use a deep blue during Advent, to lessen the emphasis on a Lenten season and has associations with the color of the winter sky, with mercy in the Hebrew tradition, and with devotion, truth, faith and the Virgin Mary.

Advent itself is a relatively new season in the church’s 2000 year history.  The church year, at its inception, was based on Easter and the resurrection of Jesus.  Lent was added prior to Easter, modeled after our own Lord’s forty days in the wilderness, and was used as a time for preparation of the catechumenants (those making a lengthy preparation to become Christians). Lent, Easter, and Pentecost were the original three “seasons” of the Christian calendar.  Christmas itself was set aside at a later date to commemorate Christ’s birth on earth (even though we don’t know the actual date), and as a means of evangelizing pagans celebrating on that date, by showing them The Way.  Advent became a natural precursor of this celebration, a time to prepare our own hearts for the arrival of Jesus.

Watch for more educational articles to come.  The staff of The Dove will be publishing articles of interest concerning the liturgy of the Episcopal church, its symbols and practices.  If you have a question that you would like to see address, please contact Peggy Metcalf, Communications Chair, or Fr. Steve, so that we can include them in a future issue.  Watch for an article on liturgical colors, in an upcoming issue.

