1st Sunday of Advent

“Stay awake” sounds like instructions from a passenger when you’re
behind the wheel, but sleepy after a long day; or like a command from your
teacher when you’re at your desk in the early afternoon following a long night of
friends—both human and liquid—and a short night in bed; or like a nudge from
your conscience when you’re at church—“Come on. Stay awake. You can do it.”

Advent of 2025 begins the three-year cycle of scripture readings for
Sunday Mass. Every Catholic church around the world hears the same readings
every week. The cycle begins today and will come to an end on November 26,
2028. The three years feature the gospels of Matthew, then Mark, and then Luke.
John elbows his way in throughout each year, especially during Lent and Easter.
For the next twelve months the lectionary mainly features Matthew. He built his
gospel around five major discourses of Jesus. The first is the famous and
popular Sermon on the Mount, which we’ll hear in January. The last of the five
concerns the end of the world and supplies words for today’s gospel.

The news doesn’t sound good. In the days of Noah, people “were eating
and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day that Noah entered
the ark.” If you complain that our meteorologists don’t always predict the right
weather, be glad you weren’t living at the time of Noah. Nobody saw the flood
coming. Jesus says, we are like those people. We don’t know when Jesus will
return. He will come that suddenly.

Jesus illustrates the impact like this: “Two men will be out in the field; one
will be taken, and one will be left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will
be taken, and one will be left.” He doesn’t say where they will be taken, whether
to heaven or hell. It doesn’t matter. One will rejoice and the other will despair.

These two pairs of individuals look the same on the outside, going through
the normal activities of the day. But they differ on the inside. One of each pair will
be like those people in the days of Noah who did not see the flood coming and
were suddenly swept aside.

Jesus’ fifth discourse continues with some parables you know very well:
the wise and foolish virgins; and the king who separates people like sheep and
goats based on their care for the needy. In various ways Jesus drives home his
message: The end is near. The end is also near for Jesus. He’s about to begin the
Last Supper, but he cared enough about his disciples to say important things to
them first. He frames these words of love inside a warning: Stay awake.

Whether you are thinking about the Second Coming of Christ or your own
death, you don’t know when the day is coming. You are eating and drinking,
marrying and giving in marriage, oblivious to the catastrophe that could be closer
than you think.

“Gospel” means “good news.” This passage does fit that category. Jesus
cares enough about us to tell us what will happen if we don’t shape up. Go to
confession. Come to Mass. Be on time. Stay for the end. Sing the songs. Receive
communion. Pray every day in private and in common. As we prepare our homes
for Christmas, we better prepare our hearts. As Jesus said, “you do not know on
which day your Lord will come.” “Therefore, stay awake!”
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