HOMILY OF THE FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT YEAR C
 
"BE VIGILANT AND STRONG IN FAITH"
 
Advent is once again around the corner to prepare us for the coming of the Lord.  These four weeks of preparation that make present the ancient expectancy of the Messiah, will take us through the prophecies and promises about the first coming of Christ.  However, today when we talk about the coming of the Lord, we are not talking about his first coming but his second coming.  We can experience this coming individually:  "I am going to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back again and take you to myself, so that where I am you also may be" (John 14:2b-3).   This promise was fulfilled in the lives of the disciples individually. 
We can also experience this coming of the Lord as a community: "They (angels) said to the Apostles, ‘Men of Galilee, why are you standing there looking at the sky?  This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven will return in the same way as you have seen him going into heaven" (Acts 1:11).   Referring to this second coming Paul said to the Thessalonians: "For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, …, the dead and we who are alive , shall be caught up together with Him in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with the Lord" (1 Thess 4:16-17).  So the coming of the Lord which Advent prepares us for can be understood as the Lord’s second coming on the Last Day or his coming at Christmas and or his constant coming to take us home which happens when we die.  What the Church wants us to know today is that each one this coming of the Lord calls for preparation and vigilance which Advent Season celebrates. 
In the gospel Jesus tells his disciples that the coming of the son of man will be accompanied by some terrible happenings.  The terrible happenings are presented here in apocalyptic genres; as such they are not to be taken literally as some Christians do who are either scared, dispirited or become callous.  The misunderstanding that goes with the end-time messages is what Luke sets out to clarify in this passage.  As it were when Mark wrote about the last days in apocalyptic genres (13:24-32) before the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, Jewish Christians had supposed that the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple would coincide with the end of the world.  But the fall of Jerusalem came and went and the world did not come to an end.   When this happened, many Christians gave up their belief in the second coming of Christ, and settled for earthly pleasures – eating, drinking, giving in to sinful indulgence and laxity.
Then writing his gospel, Luke modified Mark’s gospel and made some input to address this problem of laxity and dissipation caused by the fall of Jerusalem and wrong notion of the Last Day.  He warned believers: 'Beware that your hearts do not become drowsy from carousing and drunkenness and the anxieties of daily life, and that day catch you by surprise like a trap."  Here, Luke is dissuading believers from the new way of life they have imbibed and at the same time telling them that the second coming of the Lord is a reality.  He exhorts them to "be vigilant at all times and pray that you have the strength to escape the tribulations that are imminent and to stand before the Son of Man."  So, he is exhorting them to be on their guard so as not to be weighed down with worldly pleasures.
    So the Good News here is that the Lord will be coming again to take us to himself either as individuals or as a community.  And because the coming is not definite and there are so many tribulations to weigh us down, his coming may take us by surprise if we fail to be vigilant at all times.  Like the Old Testament people the Church is inviting us to be a people of hope but unlike them the coming of Jesus in history, as a partial fulfillment of God’s promises, immeasurably confirms and strengthens our hope, and at the same time reveals to us that God is not far off but is already in our midst.  We now have enough reason to be vigilant not only because we do not know the day the Lord is coming but also because his promises are sure.  He does not promise and fail.
Today Luke is telling us that Jesus does not intend by the signs of his coming to make us afraid; but to make us watchful.  It is a warning not to give in to sinful indulgence so that when he comes he will find us in a good state.  One of the signs of waiting for him is good Christian living, active participation and good prayer life.   So the Church is asking us to wake up from laziness, from lack of knowledge of God, from prayerlessness, from breaking the commandments, from hatred and from wickedness.  We are to open our hearts to welcome Jesus as he comes this Christmas in the spirit of holy celebration.  We are to open our hearts and houses to the Lord who comes to us daily in the form of the needy man or woman.  We are to be practicing the faith in season and out of season with good work so that when he comes on the Last Day he will not find us wanting but at our duty post, vigilant and strong in faith.  
