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The Middle Advent and the Word of God 

 

As we have been hearing from the Bl. Guerric at the night office, the 

Cistercian understanding of Advent is that the best way to honor the First 

Coming of Christ in the Incarnation and to prepare for his Second Coming 

at the end of time is to be attentive to his intermediate coming now, in the 

present. This morning I would like to focus on one of the main channels of 

this intermediate coming, namely, the word of God, from which we hear 

such a rich selection in Advent, especially from the prophet Isaiah. 

 

As a starting point, here is a passage from one of St. Bernard’s sermons, 

entitled “Concerning the Versatile Usefulness of God’s Word” (=De diversis 

sermon 24): 

 

Blessed, in fact, are they who hear the word of God and keep it. You 

wish to know how blessed? First, the divine voice sounding in the ears 

of the soul certainly upsets, frightens, and judges, but if you do not 

turn away your ear, then at once the voice brings you to life: it melts, 

warms, illuminates, and cleanses the soul. Finally, it is also our food 

and a sword and medicine and encouragement and rest, also 

resurrection and our consummation. May you not be amazed that 

now the word of God is already found to be all in all with regard to 



justification since the word is also going to be all in all to our 

glorification. (Div 24.2; CF 68:136) 

 

As Bernard sees it, the vast sweep of the effectiveness of God’s word covers 

both the whole of salvation history and the whole range of our personal 

experience of God at work in our lives.  

 

It is worth being reminded that to be properly disposed to hear God 

speaking to us through our reading is to be ready and willing to be hurt. A 

good sign that we are open to God’s word is that it upsets us, frightens us, 

and judges us. As Bernard goes on to say: 

 

May the sinner listen and his heart be troubled. Let the carnal soul 

tremble at the voice. The living and effectual word, the discerner of 

hearts and of thoughts probes and discerns all secrets of the heart. 

 

It would be big mistake to expect lectio divina always to be an enjoyable or 

reassuring experience. It may bring us joy and consolation, but only after 

first having unsettled us and caught us off guard. Sometimes the passages 

we tend to skip over are the very ones trying to get our attention. A 

sensitive reading of the scriptures will allow them to probe the heart. And if 

it reveals to you a hard, stony, cold heart, it has done you a great favor. As 

Bernard says: 

 

Thus, though you be dead in sin, if you will hear the voice of God’s 

Son then you shall live. That is to say, The word that he speaks is 

spirit and life. If your heart is hardened, then remember that 



Scripture says, He shall send out his word and shall melt them. And 

similarly, My soul melted as my beloved spoke. 

 

Or perhaps a sensitive reading of the scriptures will reveal, not a hard, cold 

heart, but a tepid one. Again from Bernard: 

 

If you are lukewarm and you fear being vomited out, then do not 

depart from the Lord’s speech, so it will enkindle you, for his speech 

contains fire. (Div 24.2; CF 68:137) 

 

Or perhaps your problem at the moment is a sense of being in the dark. In 

that case, the word can become a lamp for your feet and a light for your 

path. 

 

Bernard then goes on to describe how the word can help us in our ongoing 

struggle against our sins and temptations. We need to be cleaned, fed, and 

defended; our wounds need healing medicine; our drooping spirits need to 

be lifted up. Notice again, most of these experiences are painful, and the 

length of the struggle is itself wearying and discouraging. Only to the extent 

that we acknowledge our failures and weaknesses can the word of God 

bring us all its benefits. 

 

In God’s time, though, there come periods of respite and peace. As Bernard 

writes: 

 

Persevere in these and other temptations! Continually practice in such 

struggles until the Spirit says that you may rest from your labors! At 



his word you shall rest sweetly and be given pleasant sleep until he 

comes, when all who are in the graves shall hear his voice and shall 

come forth. (Div 24.4; CF 68:137–38) 

 

And thus, already now, we find in God’s word hints of what resurrected life 

will mean and a foretaste of the Second Coming, when God will be all in all. 

 

Perhaps the most significant lesson in Bernard’s sermon is about how to 

approach our reading of sacred scripture. He says very little about 

interpretation or understanding. The key at every step is to bring our 

personal experience to bear on our reading and vice versa. It is a reading 

that engages our personal history, all our senses, and our deepest emotions.  
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