
ABBOT ELIAS DIETZ, O.C.S.O. 
Chapter Talk, Sunday December 13, 2020  

 
 

Aelred and the Cistercians on Advent 
 

I used to think Saint Bernard’s well-known teaching on Advent dominated the Cistercian 
approach to this season, but at closer inspection, there is a spectrum of approaches. Advent has 
always been a time to commemorate the First Coming of the Lord in his Incarnation (seen as the 
beginning of our Redemption) and as a time to look ahead to his Second Coming at the end of 
the age (along with the final Judgement). The Cistercians tend to focus on the interim, the time 
between these two comings. The liturgical season is long enough to call it a season, but short 
enough to signify how fleeting time really is. Our forebears saw in Advent a kind of symbol of 
our spiritual state in this in-between time. 
 
Bernard emphasizes God’s action in these different advents or comings. He calls the present time 
the medius adventus, the middle coming, during which the Lord makes his presence felt 
especially through visitations, fleeting contemplative moments that make a profound impact on 
our lives. 
 
As I mentioned last time, John of Ford emphasizes Christ’s appearance to us in this interim time 
through the mediation of the Church. We behold his beauty not only as the Eternal Word and as 
the Word Made Flesh, but also as a shared glory that we perceive in the members of his Mystical 
Body here and now. 
 
Turning to Aelred, what stands out is his “ethical approach” to this interim time. (See the recent 
article by Pierre-André Burton, “L’Avent chez Aelred. L’« apocalypse » du temps ou le temps de 
l’Avent comme « épiphanie » de l’histoire,” Collectanea 82 (2020):265-303.) The present is a 
time for conversion, which Aelred sees especially in terms of a gradual conformation of the 
person to the model the Lord gave us through his First Coming. This time of conversion is seen 
as a preparation for the Second Coming, when we will be judged on whether we allowed our 
lives to be transformed by the First Coming. Aelred seems to have enlarged this perspective to 
encompass all of human history. His interest in the story of his nation and his attempts at 
constructing a theology of history are based on this notion that the time given us is meant as a 
time to prepare. The progress of the human race, for him, is equivalent to conversion to Christ. 
 
At the night office, we have been hearing from Aelred’s first sermon for Advent. My hope is that 
this larger perspective will enhance our appreciation of this remarkable text. 
His ethical approach to Advent comes through clearly near the beginning of the sermon: 



 
And if we do not have a good enough conscience to dare to long for his coming, we 
should at least fear his coming and by that fear correct our faults. Then, even though we 
may not be able not to fear him now, we shall at least not fear him when he comes, but 
may be confident. It is indeed true, brothers, that those who pay careful attention to 
themselves now and fear the day of judgement before it comes will undoubtedly have no 
fear then when it does come. (S. 1.6; CF 58:59) 

 
Preparation for the Lord’s Second Coming, however, is not just a matter of correcting faults. To 
develop a good conscience also involves growth in love. Thus Aelred’s ethical approach goes 
further: 
 

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) 

 
Aelred goes yet a step further in this passage by bringing in the notion of friendship, for which 
he is so well known. Whereas for Bernard the paradigm for union with God is especially spousal 
love, Aelred proposes a different paradigm based on the less intense, but equally rich notion of 
friendship. Just as the Middle Coming of Advent as described by Bernard includes deep 
experiences of union with the Lord, so does Aelred see a progression from self-knowledge to 
correction of faults to union with God. The reality he describes with the image of friendship is as 
profound and transforming as what Bernard describes with images from the Song of Songs: 
 

Let us, therefore, love confidently him who is eternal and who is eternally good in the 
same way, and always delightful in the same way. Let us love him so much now, 
brothers, that when we see him coming from heaven with his angels we may have no fear 
of his coming but may immediately, with great longing, run to him as to a cherished 
friend. (S. 1.14; CF 58:61) 
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