Advent for Dummies

If a derogatory “D” word appears in the title above, it made it past the editors.

It has been years since I called anyone that.  If my memory serves me correctly, I last used the derogatory “D” word to describe someone when I was about 10.  Unfortunately, it was within hearing range of my older sister, the subject of my description.  You can probably imagine what happened to cause me to strike that noun from my vocabulary these past 40 years!

I recently rediscovered the “D” word while cruising through a bookstore.  Someone is making lots of bucks calling people “dummies” in a series of books like, “Computers for Dummies” (I need that one), “The Bible for Dummies” (I bought that one) and “Marriage for Dummies” (I made that one up).

From the looks of homes already decorated, shoppers toting piles of packages and stressed out lives, many of us need to read “Advent for Dummies”.  It could help what plagues us in these pre-Christmas days!

In the church calendar, Advent is the four Sundays and weeks leading up to Christmas.  The term “advent” cannot be found in the Bible, but the season of Advent is filled with biblical references.  “Advent” comes from a Latin word meaning “to arrive” and refers to the arrival and birth of Jesus, the Christ.

Advent is not Christmas but a time all its own, observing biblical events leading up to the birth of Jesus.  

In the season of Advent, Old Testament prophecies from the likes of Isaiah and Micah are read, which foretell the day when the Jewish Messiah will be born, prophecies that Christians believe are fulfilled in the advent/coming of Jesus.  In the Advent spirit of pre-Christmas, the Scripture focus is of Mary startled with the news she is pregnant with God’s son, though she knows she is a virgin.  The New Testament prophet and wild man John the Baptist is also focused on during Advent.   John warns the contemporaries of Jesus to “prepare the way of the Lord”, as Jesus begins his public ministry among them.  Another Scripture emphasis of Advent is Jesus’ own words, promising that at an unknown time in the future, Jesus will “come again” to live among us.  This is often called the Second Advent. 

Advent is best observed low-key.  Purists try to “hold off” on Christmas decorating and carol singing until December 24.  In homes and churches, a wreath with four candles is displayed.   With prayer and Scripture, one candle is lit for each Sunday in Advent until all candles are lit.  A fifth and larger candle is lit on Christmas, signifying the birth of Jesus.

For thousands of years, God’s people of Israel waited for the Messiah.  The Christian observance of Advent recaptures a bit of that waiting and longing for the fulfillment of God’s promise of a Savior for the world.  In a culture where waiting for anything is unpopular, Advent often gets skipped in favor of partying and singing about the birth.  The result is, by the time December 25 rolls around, we are exhausted, in debt and ready to throw out the tree.

Christmas is too beautiful to waste on worrying about the credit card balance and which relative will get ticked off for what reason.  There is another way.  It’s Advent. 

If you don’t know about Advent, I certainly wouldn’t call you a dummy, just misinformed.  Try it.  Begin by saying “no” to more things and “yes” to giving and praying and lighting candles.  Add more waiting to your pre-Christmas days and, very likely, you will enjoy Christmas a whole lot more.

In Advent, less is best.  May you have a blessed Advent.  

Kent Stillson is Senior Pastor at Our Savior’s Lutheran Church in Spearfish.  He can be reached at oslc2@rushmore.com.

