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Anyone familiar with the Psalms will notice a basic polarity in them. Sometimes they 
have us searching for God—"It is your face, O Lord, that I seek"—and sometimes they 
have us asking God to find us and help us—"Deliver us, O Lord," or "Lord, come to my 
rescue." We have here one of the fundamental tensions of the spiritual life: it involves 
both actively seeking God and passively waiting for God to intervene. Perhaps one of the 
reasons the Canticle of Canticles became such a key text in the history of spirituality is 
that it combines so well these two aspects and expresses in such evocative ways the 
tension between them. 
Advent, obviously, stresses the second of these poles. It a time of receptivity and waiting. 
Advent immerses us in the longing and expectation of God’s people that is answered only 
in the first coming of Christ. It also keeps us looking forward to the Lord’s second 
coming, a time of judgment and fulfilment. 
For this Advent, I’ll be looking to Aelred of Rievaulx as a teacher and guide. Thanks to 
the hard work of Cistercian Publications, nearly all his sermons are now available in 
English for the first time. Altogether we have seven Advent sermons from him: two in the 
First Clairvaux Collection, one each in the Durham and Lincoln Collections, and three in 
the Reading-Cluny Collection. 
Although none of these sermons are given an actual date, they are easy to situate over his 
lifetime. The earliest sermons speak only of two comings. Later, probably under the 
influence of Saint Bernard’s medius adventus, he speaks of three comings. The middle 
coming is essentially the notion of the Lord’s brief and relatively rare visitations in the 
present time, a favorite Cistercian theme. In what seems to be a sermon from Aelred’s 
final years, he takes this notion for granted, so much so that he says Advent has three 
weeks because of the three comings. 
Aelred’s early Advent sermons refer to the gospel passage read at Vigils and at Mass on 
the first Sunday of Advent at that time, namely from Mt 21 on Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, 
which we associate with Palm Sunday. In fact, one early sermon begins with a sort of 
apology for this unexpected choice of gospel. It is not surprising that the Order’s second 
liturgical reform in the mid-twelfth century replaced this text with the opening lines of 
Mark’s gospel, referring, more predictably, to John the Baptist. Aelred bases a later 
sermon on this new choice of reading. 
That same liturgical reform introduced a new responsory for the first Sunday of Advent, 
using a text from chapter 2 of the letter to Titus, namely that "we should live soberly, and 
justly, and godly in this world, awaiting our blessed hope..."—an excellent choice for 
Advent—Aelred has a sermon on this text, which also seems to come from his late years. 
Aelred’s Advent sermons, then, are a privileged place to observe his evolution over time. 
He assimilated new ideas and responded to changes in the liturgy. Advent was also the 
occasion for a long sermon on Isaiah’s oracles against the nations. Apparently, his 
community liked this sermon and he got the idea of expanding it. The result is one of his 
more difficult and less successful works known as De oneribus, ‘On the Burdens of 
 
Isaiah’, which consists of 31 written sermons, in which he explores the interconnections 
between secular history and the history of salvation. So, when we read Aelred’s Advent 
sermons, we get not only his teaching on that season but also a view of the man, learning, 
growing, and trying new things over an entire lifetime. 



In his first sermon for Advent, there are numerous echoes of his teaching in the Mirror of 
Charity, which probably dates from the same period. Love/charity is the key to unlocking 
the treasures of the season. 
Let us think a moment, so far as we can about how much joy we shall have and 
how much happiness if—on that day when heaven and earth are in flames, when 
the Lord comes with such power and might—we can be confident and not only not 
fear him when he comes but love him very much and look to him with confidence. 
And therefore, brothers, if we want to enjoy that gladness and confidence then, let 
us strive to love our Lord greatly. Whom should we love so much as our Creator 
and our Lord, and above all our Redeemer? (S. 1.13; CF 58:61) 
In a way, Aelred’s understanding of how the Church prepares for the Lord’s coming is 
synonymous with what happens ideally in a monastic community. Here we have his 
version of the peaceable kingdom: 
There can be no doubt that the person who was like a wolf in the world now lives 
in great harmony with someone who was innocent as a lamb. The person who was 
proud as a lion now lives in great peace and quiet with someone who was and still 
is a sheep in his simplicity. Here the lion no only dwells together with the calf but 
—what is more surprising—the lion becomes a calf. (S. 1:35; CF 58:68-69) 
To put it another way, for Aelred, the best way to prepare for the second coming is to 
allow the effects of his first coming to become noticeable in a charitable community: 
How beautiful it is to see some of you, who in the world were so wise, so 
powerful, so proud, and so cunning, become now so simple and guileless as if you 
knew nothing. Why has all this come about, except because our Lord came down 
and the mountains dissolved before his face. (S. 1:36; CF 58:69) 
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