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The Priest’s Advent


Each year in Advent we priests preach about the two comings of Christ, His Incarnation and His coming as Judge at the end of the world.  But Christians miss the full fruits of the season if we do not realize also that there is a third coming, His coming into our hearts by grace to dwell within us.


But in reality, there is only one coming.  All three of these comings are but different phases of His one coming as grace.  The Word made flesh is, Himself, the grace containing all other grace.  All other grace flows from that primary grace, which is the Incarnate Word. 

 “The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us…full of grace and truth.  From His fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” (John 1:14, 16) 

Christ’s grace as source of all other grace, you remember, is called capital grace, the
grace of the Head, which flows to the members of His Body.  


“For in Him,” says Paul, “dwells the whole fullness of the deity bodily and you share in this fullness in Him, who is the head….” (Col 2:9-10)


Christ Himself, then, is the grace par excellence.  His coming into the world at the Incarnation is the gift containing all the gifts of redemption and sanctification.  His coming into the hearts and lives of His people is but the unfolding of the initial gift.  And His final coming in glory is but the crowning and completion of the whole work of grace.  


Thus in reality there is but one coming.  His coming in glory is but the completion of His coming as grace into the world and into the hearts and lives of His redeemed people.


The last words of the Bible are an ardent prayer for His coming!  “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come.’  Let the hearer say, ‘Come.’…Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:17, 20)

That one word “Come,” the last (prayer) of the Bible, [almost the] last word of the Bible], is the only adequate response to the totality of divine revelation.  All of divine revelation speaks of God's desire for intimate union with His people in Christ His Son. The cry "Come, Lord Jesus!" is the only fitting response to that desire for God.  If we do not ardently long for the Lord’s coming and our final glorious union with Him, then the Word of God has not yet fully pierced our hearts. 


“Come, Lord Jesus!”  Give us the crowning grace, namely, the grace of bridal union with Your whole people, the grace which completes and perfects every other grace.  “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come.’ Let the hearer say, ‘Come.…Amen!  Come, Lord Jesus!’” (Rev 22:17, 20)

If Christ has not lived in us now, He will not live in us in glory; hence the absolute necessity of His coming into our lives by grace if He is to come to perfect us in glory: "No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above." (Jn 3:3)

We must be born from above while we are still on earth if we are to enter into the glory of the Kingdom. No one enters into glory unless he or she dies in the state of grace. Grace is the seed of glory. If the seed has not been planted, the fruit will not be produced. That is why we say that if Christ has not lived in us now by grace. He will not live in
us in glory. 



In the light of all of this, how should a priest spend the Advent season?


To find the answer to this, we need to reflect on the priest’s role in the coming of Christ by grace into the everyday lives of the people.  The priest is the consecrated instrument of our Lord’s grace in coming into the lives of the people.


In a special way in the Eucharistic Liturgy, we express an ardent longing for the Lord’s coming in glory.  Immediately after the consecration at Mass, we priests try to draw out from the hearts of the people a cry of longing for the Lord.  We show them the Lord newly present sacramentally on the altar.  We say to them, “Mysterium Fidei.”  


The words, “Let us proclaim the mystery of faith,” are a mistranslation of a misinterpretation of the official examples of the Eucharistic Prayer, which says simply, “Mysterium Fidei,” the mystery of faith, meaning this: Look! This is the mystery of faith!  Acclaim Him!  The whole mystery of faith, the mystery of the Paschal Lamb, the crucified and risen Lord, is here present on the altar by the power of the consecration.  Jesus Himself is this mystery of faith.  Welcome Him with acclamation.  

The people's response to "Mysterium Fidei" is not a proclamation; it is an acclamation. The priest should not say, "Let us proclaim the mystery of faith," because he is not calling for a proclamation, but for an acclamation. In the official Latin exemplar of the eucharistic prayers, these responses are entitled "Acclamationes post Consecrationem."

An acclamation is a cry of welcome to a person who has come into our presence.  It is addressed directly to that person acclaimed and is not a declaration about Him.  

Hence, “Christ has died,” is another misinterpretation of the original.  It should read, “Christ, you have died.  Christ, you have risen!  Christ, you will come again!”


But notice that when we welcome Him truly present, though hidden under the Sacramental species, we already look forward to and desire His full revelation in glory!  “Dying you destroyed our death, rising you restored our life!  Lord Jesus, come in glory!” 


“When we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim your death, Lord Jesus, until you come in glory!”  His coming in glory is the final perfection of His coming in the Eucharist.


If we priests do not ourselves burn with that Advent desire, how can we stir up in our people this burning desire for His coming in glory?


Immediately after this acclamation of the Lord by the people, the priest goes on to call to mind the whole paschal mystery and says to the Almighty Father, “Looking forward to His coming in glory, we offer you His Body and Blood.”  Are we really looking forward to that coming, or are we indifferent to it?  Are we speaking the truth to the Father in the third Eucharistic Prayer when we claim we are ready to greet Him when He comes again?  Are our outstretched arms, as we say those words, really open to embrace Him joyfully?


The Lord’s coming in the grace of Holy Communion is but a preparation for His final coming so that we might enjoy eternal communion with Him in glory.  That is why St. Thomas Aquinas, in the Magnificat antiphon he composed for the feast of Corpus Christi,
refers to the Eucharist as pignus futurae gloriae ("pledge of future glory").


Does our Holy Communion with Him in the Eucharist stir up in us a burning desire for an ever more perfect union with Him?  Is “Come, Lord Jesus” our frequent petition?


It is the priest’s weighty responsibility to proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes in glory.  He proclaims it first of all in the Word of God he preaches, and he proclaims it eloquently in the Eucharistic Prayer, above all at the consecration.  The people’s hunger for Holy Communion should really be a hunger for the Lord’s coming in glory.


It is the priest’s responsibility to arouse this hunger in them.  So ardent should their love for the Lord be that they fervently desire perfect union with Him in glory.  Is that the kind of love and desire we are stirring up in the people?  How can the priest stir up this desire in the people if he himself does not burn with this desire?


It is inconceivable that a priest in active ministry should seek his personal holiness apart from his involvement in ministry.  Whatever he wants to accomplish in the lives of the people he must want for himself!


Whatever he wants the liturgy to do for his people he wants it to do for himself.  In no way is the sanctification of a priest independent of that of the people.   And so, along with the people, he is sanctified by the liturgy.



What does the priest want the Lord to accomplish in the people through his ministry, especially the liturgy?  He wants the Lord to come fully into their lives, to live in them and sanctify them.  

Therefore, too, this is what he wants for himself.  He wants the Lord to come and live in him.  His basic petition for himself and for the people is, “Come, Lord Jesus, come into us, reform us from within, transform us, sanctify us by living in us!”  “Come, Lord Jesus now and your final coming will be but the glorious manifestation of what you have been doing in us all along!”  


That fundamental petition, -- “Come, Lord Jesus!” has to spring from an ardent longing, a burning desire.  Only fervent desire opens us fully to receive the Lord; only desire opens us to His presence and action in our lives.  “Open wide your mouth and I will fill it,” the Lord says to us in the Psalm.  But then He sadly adds, “But my people did not heed my voice and Israel would not obey, so I left them in their stubbornness of heart to follow their own designs.”  (Psalm 81:11-13)

Indifference, apathy, lethargy, lack of interest in the things of God is fatal.  It closes us to the Lord’s daily coming into our lives.  Only burning desire opens us to welcome Him.  Advent is the season for cultivating this desire in our own hearts and in the hearts of our people.


A truly dedicated priest necessarily desires the holiness of his people and so, necessarily, desires to be an open channel between God and them, an unclogged aqueduct of grace.


The priest is a failure if he does not live entirely for the flock entrusted to him.  Jesus says to him, “Do you love me?  Then feed my sheep!”  (John 21:15)  To be a Christian is to love Christ.  But the specific expression of a priest’s love for Christ is love for the flock.


A Christian is a person in whom Christ lives.  A priest is a Christian in whom Christ lives in a special fullness.  Therefore, the priest’s Advent prayer throughout the year is, this: “Come, Lord Jesus, live in me!  Transform me from within.  Transfigure me so that I will be another yourself, so that all my comings among your people will be your coming among them!  Come, Lord Jesus, live in me!


There is something wrong with our understanding of Christian and priestly life if we do not ardently desire to be transformed in Christ from one degree of glory to another, till the Lord comes in glory to bring to completion in us the work He has been doing in us all along.


Speaking of our life of faith, St. Paul describes this transfiguring process:  “All of us, gazing with unveiled face on the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into that same image from glory to glory, as from the Lord who is the Spirit.” (2 Cor 3:18)


Therefore, the priest’s Advent prayer is, “Come, Lord Jesus, live in me and transform me from one degree of glory to another!”  And this is our prayer for our flock, too!  Amen!


The following questions are presented for our reflection, to help us develop a priestly Advent spirituality:


1. Do I experience this longing for Our Lord's coming? If not, why not? Is absence of such longing a deficiency in my spirituality? Or do I adequately express in some other way my desire for union with Christ? How?


2. Is my lack of eager desire for Our Lord's coming due to my smug complacency in my imagined holiness? Do I think I have it made spiritually? Am I so satisfied with myself that I experience no special need for the Lord's coming to me? Is that why I seldom pray, "Come, Lord Jesus"?


3. Is my lack of burning desire for the Lord due to downright apathy, indifference to the things of the Lord, lazy unconcern for them?


4. Do I eagerly look forward each day to Our Lord's coming to me personally in Holy Communion?  Is this eager desire for union with Him an adequate substitute for an explicit longing for His coming in glory?


5. Does my deep distress over the evil in the world about me inspire in me prayer and longing for the Lord's coming to renew faith and holiness in our day?


6. Is my earnest longing for His coming to me to transform me personally due to a deep sense of my inadequacy in my priestly ministry?


7. Do I ask Him to come and take possession of me, so that by my holiness in the days to come I may make some reparation for my sins, especially those which have hampered or even paralyzed my ministry?


8. Is my discouragement in my ministry, or in my life, a sin against Advent hope? Do I eagerly expect the Lord to come and strengthen me in my difficulties?


9. What am I going to do during this Advent season to overcome 

— my smug complacency?

— my apathy and indifference to the Lord?

— my laziness?

— my discouragement?

— my sinful failures in life and in ministry?


Are not the graces of the Advent season the God-given remedy for all these deficiencies? Will I ardently long for the Lord to come to me and heal these defects in me and restore me to full priestly fervor?


Should I not use these nine points in making an Advent novena of prayer and  reflection, expecting the grace of renewal of fervor?


Cardinal John Henry Newman prayed this way:

Dear Jesus,
help me to spread your fragrance everywhere.
Flood my whole person with your spirit and life.
Penetrate and possess my whole being so utterly
that all my life may be only a radiance of yours.
Shine through me and be so in me
that every person I come in contact with
may feel your presence in me.
Let them look up and see
no longer me
but only Jesus.
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