HOMILY FOR THE FIRST WEEK OF ADVENT, YEAR A

STAY AWAKE
            Advent, which kicks off the liturgical calendar of the Church, is once again around the corner to prepare us for the coming of the Lord.  The message today is an invitation to stay awake.  The opposite of being awake is being asleep.  Surely, Jesus and Paul do not mean we remain awake without sleep all our life.  Being awake is used here in a figurative sense to mean being watchful, alert, observant or non- indulgent.  It evokes the spirit of what Jesus said in the garden of Gethsemane “Watch and pray that you do not enter into temptation (Matt 26:41).

  The first reading presents how the atmosphere of the reign of the Messiah will be when he comes.  The second reading is an exhortation by St. Paul to the Roman Church to break with ways of life that would make it impossible for the people to put on the Lord Jesus Christ.  The gospel speaks about the coming of the Lord at the end of time and how to prepare by staying awake.  While the main concerns of these readings are the end of time and the coming of the Lord, the focus of Jesus’ admonition is about what we are to do: “Stay awake!  You cannot know the day your Lord is coming” (Matt 24:42).  He said this at the brink of his life to his confused disciples to prepare them for his second coming.  Perhaps at this time, he remembered how unprepared the people were to receive him when he came as a human being. 

As a matter of fact, the Jews in all their teachings and prophesies about the coming of the Messiah were very complacent that when Jesus came he was not recognized.  The first reading is one of such prophecies.  They just made some noise about his coming but were not ready (awake) to welcome him.   So, in view of how unprepared the people were when he came the first time, Jesus sets out to admonish his followers on how to stay awake to welcome him when he comes the second time.
  
The problem with this coming is in its suddenness.  It is going to be so unexpected that unless one is at home in faith and relationship with the Lord, will but be taken unawareness. Jesus made reference to how the people of Noah’s time were suddenly overtaken by the flood.  We too are living in a time and society with so many things that can make us very preoccupied and inattentive.  It then becomes a lesson that we should never allow the cares of life: our marriage, occupation, positions, friendship, ceremonies, education, political inclinations, lifestyles, to keep us asleep (preoccupy us) and make us unable to prepare for the coming of the Lord in our lives.    

 
To be watchful or stay awake then is a warning against the sinful indulgence of our lives.  This is what St. Paul presented in a figurative language in the second reading: Therefore, let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and sober; for those who sleep go to sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night.  But since we are of the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith and love, and the helmet that is hope for salvation.
  The gospel is calling us to stay awake to how the Messiah came (the Virgin birth) so as to have the right expectation for his second coming.  As it were, the expectations of the Jews then were how to escape the military rule of the hated Roman Empire, and how to restore Israel’s ancient power and wealth.  As a result they were not ready to accept him when he came in human form.  He came to what was his own, but his own people did not accept him (Jn. 1:11).  

It wants us also to be awake to how he operates and to his mission (John 3:16).  To be awake to the deceit of the antichrist (Matt 24:4-5) so as not be tossed about by different winds of doctrine, or be taken up by the current belief in miracles and miracle workers more than God the giver of gifts.  Finally, we are to be awake to what to do to welcome the Lord in our lives – repentance (Lk 3:3-14), and to live life of committed service to the Lord: following his commandments.

 
The message is this: as we live our life and go about our daily work, we must be ready for his coming – either at death or at the end of the world.  We are to heed St. Paul’s warning to us: “Now is the time, the hour to awake from sleep because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.  The night is advanced; the day is at hand.  Let us then throw off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.”
