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 The holiday season is upon us and with it begins a season of travel, and as we know all 

too well travel sometimes brings its own frustrations and difficulties.  I suppose it has always 

been so, and it was certainly so for St. Paul.  The Book of Acts, for example, records that when 

Paul and his traveling companion Silas arrived in Philippi, they quickly managed to land 

themselves in trouble.  It seems their proclamation of the Gospel was deemed a threat to those 

who profited from pagan practices, and so they were promptly thrown in jail.  And it is there, in 

jail, that the Book of Acts records a curious scene.  "About midnight ... Paul and Silas were 

praying and singing hymns to God ...",1 Luke records. 

 Luke gives us one of the earliest examples of a practice as old as the Church herself:  

keeping a watch, or vigil, for the Lord.  The first Christians believed that when the Lord returns, 

he will come at midnight.2  In the darkest, stillest part of the night, the Lord will bring His 

kingdom to its full majesty.  And so Paul and Silas waited, kept watch and prayed. 

 They were following Jesus' instruction in today's Gospel.3  No less than three times He 

instructs us to remain watchful.  We do not know when He may come, and we do not want to 

unprepared for His return.  And so, like Paul and Silas, we wait, keep an expectant watch, and 

pray. 

 Advent, the season we begin today, is a season of waiting, of watching, and of prayer.   

While every Sunday and Solemnity has its Vigil, Advent is a season of Vigilance; it is a season 

of night, an extended night in which we anticipate the coming of the Lord both in his birth at 

Bethlehem and in his coming again at the end of time.  But just as importantly, it is a season in 

which we keep watch more intently for his coming now — today — in whatever particular "night" 

or darkness we may be experiencing. 

                                                 
1 Acts 16:25 (NAB). 
2 See F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 2014), p. 1709 for a discussion of the vigil's place in the worship of the early Church. 
3 Mk 13:33-37 (NAB). 
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 For it is in just such days or seasons of darkness that the Lord has always appeared.  It 

was in the darkness of oppression that the Lord appeared to lead the Israelites in their passover 

from slavery to freedom,4 just as it was in the darkest part of the night that He sent manna from 

heaven to sustain them so that they might reach the Promised land.5  It was in the dark of night, 

when all seemed lost and Israel could only despair, that the Lord delivered Jerusalem from the 

Assyrians,6 just as it was the Lord's miraculous presence that enabled the Maccabees' pitifully 

small supply of oil to keep the sanctuary lamps of the Holy Presence burning through eight days 

and nights of celebration when the Temple was reclaimed and reconsecrated after its 

profanation by pagans,7 a great celebration, Hanukkah, still commemorated by our Jewish 

brothers and sisters.   

 The Lord has come to His people at night, and so too does he come to us — especially 

so, perhaps — in the "nights," the dark hours of our individual lives, when such light as we have 

known has seemingly been dimmed or extinguished, and when the prospect of a new dawn 

seems remote.  I suspect this is one of the reason that Jesus teaches us in today's Gospel that 

"you do not know when the lord ... is coming, whether in the evening, or at midnight, or at 

cockcrow, or in the morning."8  As each of us knows only too well, every life is characterized by 

its hours, or watches.  Every life has its hours of hope, its mornings, and just as assuredly every 

night has its eventide of doubt, uncertainty, worry and fear.  So too does every life have its 

midnights when joy and hope fade in a growing darkness of anguish, loss and sorrow.  And so 

too, brothers and sisters, does every life have its "cockcrows," its moments of reawakening, its 

                                                 
4 Ex 12:12; 23-27; 42 (NAB). 
5 Nu 11:9 (NAB). 
6 2 Ki 19:35 (NAB). 
7 2 Mac 10:1-8 (NAB). 
8 Mk 13:35 (NAB). 
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moments when we are called to leave the night behind, its moments when light once again 

begins to fill our days.  It is to these moments that Jesus is referring when he says we must not 

be "sleeping" when they arrive, for sometimes — most of the time, perhaps — they are sounded 

quietly.9 

 Advent is a season in which we remember that the Lord comes in the night, and in which 

we strain expectantly to hear the "cockcrows" that announce to us His presence.  The colors 

and symbols of Advent impart this very lesson.  The color of Advent is violet, a color that 

symbolizes the hue of the night sky just as the first rays of dawn are appearing.  No longer the 

black of night, not yet the rich colors of the morning sky, violet reminds us that the Lord is 

coming, if not here quite yet in all His fullness.  The violet of Advent reminds us, as the Lord 

does in the Gospel proclaimed today, to remain watchful.  He is coming, He is coming. 

 So too does the Advent wreath serve as a visual reminder to wait, to anticipate, and to 

hope.  Three of the candles are violet; they represent the light that is beginning to dispel 

darkness, and over the course of the Advent season they are lit successively until, finally, the 

white candle is lit to commemorate the coming of Christ at Christmas — and not only at 

Christmas.  It reminds us that Christ is always coming; look for Him!    

 The word "advent", in fact, is from the Latin for "to come," and when Christ comes, He 

always brings hope with Him.  That is why one of the candles is pink; it is lit on the third Sunday 

of Advent, "Gaudete Sunday," (from the Latin for "hope") to remind us that even if we cannot yet 

begin to discern the dawn, even if we are not fully aware of Christ's presence, He is with us 

nonetheless.  Similarly, the evergreens which adorn the wreath, evergreens that endure 

throughout even the bleakest of winters, proclaim the new and everlasting life that Christ brings 

to us. 

                                                 
9 Mk 13:36 (NAB). 
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 Too often we make the mistake of regarding Advent as the beginning of the Christmas 

season.  It is not.  It is a time to be watchful, to be alert, a time to keep vigil for signs that the 

Lord is already with us even — and perhaps especially — during the nights that we experience.  

It is a time too to be mindful of those things that lull us to sleep, that keep us from being able to 

recognize his presence.  It is a season to emulate the Psalmist who proclaimed, "My eyes greet 

the night watches as I  meditate on your promise."10 

 Keep watch; keep vigilant; keep praying, and we, like Paul and Silas, will be freed from 

our particular imprisonments.  Paul would go on to write, "the night is far gone, the day is 

near."11  And so it is, brothers and sisters.  The cockcrow of Christ's light will likely announce 

itself in small things:  a kindness extended to someone who does not deserve it; the touch of a 

friend who comforts us in a moment when we need it most; a memory that sparks for a moment 

the joy we experienced with one now gone; an act of prayer or charity for someone who will 

never know our name or see our face.   

 Watch.  Wait.  Hope.  Anticipate.  He is coming; He is near.  Look for Him, and most of 

all, let Him find you. 

                                                 
10 Ps 119:148 (NAB). 
11 Rom 13:12 (NRSV). 


