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I. Overview 
 A. History of liturgical development of Advent in the Roman Rite 
 B. Liturgical theology of our current celebration of this season 
 C. Pastoral considerations and popular devotions 
 
II. Introduction/Excursus: Dating of Christmas 
 A. First evidence of a December 25th feast of Christ's birth: Chronograph of 354 
 B. One theory: impulse for December 25 came from a desire to replace a pagan feast in  
  honor of the "unconquered sun god" established in 274 by the Emperor Aurelian 
  1.  December 25 - computed as day of winter solstice 
  2. Christian community pointed to: 
   a. Malachy 4:2 - the redeemer as the "sun of righteousness" 
   b. John 8 - Christ is the "light of the world" 
   c. Prologue of John - Christ is the "true light that enlightens every man" 
  3. Thus, Christians were able to celebrate the true feast of the Sun/Son on this day 
 C. Calculation hypothesis 
  1. John the Baptist was conceived at the Autumn equinox (September 25) because 
   he was born on the summer solstice (June 25) - "He must increase, I must  
   decrease"  
   a. Luke 1:26 - Christ was conceived six months after John = March 25 
   b. Nine months later = December 25 
   -or- 
  2. According to the ancient mindset, the perfect man would be conceived and die  
   on the same day 
   a. Christ died on March 25 (Passover in the year 33)  
   b. Thus, conceived on March 25 as well, placing his birth on December 25 
 D. Which of these theories, if either of them is correct? No scholarly consensus 
 
III.  History of Development of Advent - Highlights 
 A.  5th-6th c. Spain and Gaul - Celebrated Epiphany as a feast of Christ's birth and  
  baptism 
  1. In order to prepare for baptisms on this day, a period of fasting was established 
  2. Became known as "St. Martin's Lent" (starting on November 11) - eight weeks 
  3. Synods of Tours (mid 560's) - Fasting now from November 11 to December  
   25 = a remnant of St. Martin's Lent 
 B. 5th-6th c. Rome 
  1. Winter ember days - Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday following the feast of St. 
   Lucy (December 13) 
   a. marked by prayer, fasting, and almsgiving 
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   b. Pope Leo I (440-460) - winter ember days are a way to prepare for the  
    advent (coming) of the reign of God and the end times of the  
    world" = an eschatological focus 
 C. 8th c. Roman liturgical books - a shift in emphasis 
  1. Gregorian Sacramentary - four Sunday Mass formularies for Advent and three  
   winter ember day Masses 
   a. speak to the forthcoming feast of Christ's birth (not so much to Second  
    Coming) 
 D. 6th-8th c. Gaul 
  1. Due to preaching of itinerant Irish missionaries, Advent became a penitential  
   season 
  2. Liturgical impact: removal of Gloria, Alleluia, Te Deum, introduction of violet  
   vestments  
 E. 12th c. Rome - eventually accepted this penitential focus 
  1. However, certain non-penitential practices were retained in the Roman church  
   due to longstanding practice in Rome of marking Advent as a time of  
   joyful preparation 
   a. e.g., Alleluia remained a part of Advent liturgies  
 F. Conclusion? Advent has taken on many different emphases throughout its history 
 
IV. Current celebration of Advent 
 A. Only standardized as four weeks by the 11th c.  
 B. Does not always last a full four weeks, however 
  1. Begins with the first evening prayer of the Sunday which falls on or closest to  
   November 30th and ends before the first evening prayer of Christmas 
  2. What should be done when Christmas falls on Sunday? 
   a. Option 1: Begin Advent on December 3 and don't celebrate the 4th  
    Sunday 
   b. Option 2: Begin Advent on November 26 
   c. Option 2 = current practice 
 C. Current description of Advent: "The season of Advent has a twofold character. It is a  
  time of preparation for Christ when the first coming of God's Son to men is  
  recalled. It is also a season when minds are directed by that memorial to Christ's  
  second coming at the end of time. It is thus a season of joyful and spiritual  
  expectation." General Norms for the Liturgical Year and Calendar 
  1. A decisive shift from penitential (Gallican) themes - "During Advent, the  
   Church arouses in us the consciousness of the sins we have had the  
   misfortune to commit, and urges us, by restraining our desires and   
   practicing voluntary mortification of the body, to recollect ourselves in  
   meditation, and experience a longing desire to return to God who alone  
   can free us by His grace from the stain of sin and from its evil   
   consequences." Pius XII, Mediator Dei (1947) 
  2. Now, during Advent, we joyfully prepare to celebrate the Incarnation, while  
   we await his Second Coming. 
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   a. Former focus on the "Four Last Things" would not seem to be   
    appropriate during this season.  Perhaps more so during   
    November - Month of All Souls, Solemnity of Christ the King 
 D. Two phases of Advent 
  1. December 17 to December 24 - preparation in anticipation of the celebration of  
   the Lord's birth 
  2. From beginning of Advent to December 16 - eschatological emphasis focused  
   on the Second Coming 
 E. Four Sundays of Advent 
  1. First Sunday 
   a. Gospels - urge watchfulness 
   b. Letters of Paul - sound an insistent tone - wake from sleep! 
   c. Mass prayers - Collect: Grant, we pray, almighty God, that your faithful 
    may resolve to run forth with righteous deeds, to meet your Christ 
    who is coming, so that gathered at his right hand they may be  
    worthy to possess the heavenly kingdom. 
  2. Second Sunday 
   a. Gospels - John the Baptist preparing the way of the Lord 
    1) Church is reflecting on the beginning of Christ's ministry, not  
     simply on the beginning of his life 
   b. NT and OT - reflection on Christ's Second Coming 
   c. Mass prayers - Collect: Almighty and merciful God, may no earthly  
    undertaking hinder those who set out in haste to meet your Son,  
    but may our learning of heavenly wisdom gain us admittance to his 
    company. 
  3. Third Sunday - Gaudete! 
   a. Letter of James - "Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at 
    hand." - Themes of hope, expectation, anticipatory joy 
   b. Mass prayers - Collect: O God, who see how your people faithfully  
    await the feast of the Lord's Nativity, enable us, we pray, to attain  
    the joys of so great a salvation and to celebrate them always with  
    solemn worship and glad rejoicing. 
    1) Reflecting on the relationship between the Incarnation and the  
     Paschal Mystery 
  4. Fourth Sunday 
   a. All Gospel readings concerned with events the immediately precede the  
    Lord's birth 
   b. Year C - Hebrews 10: "A body you have prepared for me.  I have come  
    to do your will O God, and by that will we have been sanctified  
    through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all." 
    1) Again, connection between Incarnation and Paschal Mystery 
   c. Mass prayers - Collect: Pour forth, we beseech you, O Lord, your grace  
    into your hearts, that we, to whom the Incarnation of Christ your  
    Son was made known by the message of an Angel, may by his  
    Passion and Cross be brought to the glory of the Resurrection. 
  5. Overarching movement from a focus on eschatology to a joyful expectation  
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   of the feast of Christ's birth 
  6. "O Antiphons" 
   a. Old Testament references to the Messiah as an expression of God's  
    ongoing, salvific plan for humanity 
   b. Antiphons for the Magnificat, Gospel verses 
   c. O Sapientia [Wisdom], O Adonai [Lord], O Radix Jesse [Rod of Jesse],  
    O Clavis David [Key of David], O Oriens [Light from the East], O  
    Rex Gentium [King of the Nations], O Emmanuel [God-with-us] 
   d. Emmanuel, Rex, Oriens, Clavis, Radix, Adonai, Sapientia - ERO  
    CRAS = "Tomorrow, I will come" 
   e. Should we sing, "O Come, O Come Emmanuel" at the beginning of  
    Advent? 
  7. Rorate Masses 
   a. Isaiah 45:8: Rorate coeli desuper et nubes pluant justum, Aperiatur  
    terra et germinet salvatorem ("Drop down dew ye heavens from  
    above, Let the earth be opened and send forth a Savior") 
    1) Used throughout the Advent season: e.g., the entrance   
     antiphon for votive Masses for the Blessed Virgin Mary   
   b. Rorate Mass: a votive Mass of the Blessed Virgin Mary celebrated on  
    Saturdays during Advent before sunrise 
    1) Early mornings 
    2) Dark time of year/day leads to the use of many candles 
    3) Not possible to celebrate currently in the latter half of Advent 
V. Conclusion 
 


