
 Prayerful Preparation - An Advent History 
 

Today many think of advent as a time to prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus. But did you know 

that originally, there was little connection between Advent and Christmas. 

 

The word “Advent” is derived from the Latin word adventus, meaning “coming”. Scholars believe 

that during the 4th and 5th centuries in Spain and Gaul, Advent was a season of preparation for the 

baptism of new Christians at the January feast of Epiphany, the celebration of God’s incarnation 

represented by the visit of the Magi to the baby Jesus (Matthew 2:1), his baptism in the Jordan 

River by John the Baptist (John 1:29), and his first miracle at Cana (John 2:1). During this season 

of preparation, Christians would spend 40 days in penance, prayer, and fasting to prepare for this 

celebration – not Christmas. 

 

By the 6th century, however, Roman Christians had tied Advent to the coming of Christ. But the 

“coming” they had in mind was not Christ’s first coming in the manger in Bethlehem, but his 

second coming in the clouds as the judge of the world. It was not until the Middle Ages that the 

Advent season was explicitly linked to 

Christ’s first coming at Christmas. 

 

Advent Liturgy and Practice 

To balance the two elements of 

remembrance and anticipation, the first 

two Sundays in Advent look forward to 

Christ’s second coming, and the last two 

Sundays look backward to remember 

Christ’s first coming. Over the course of 

November 2020 

http://www.christianity.com/bible/bible.php?ver=niv&q=mt+2%3a1


the four weeks, Scripture readings move from passages about Christ’s return in judgment to Old 

Testament passages about the expectation of the coming Messiah and New Testament passages 

about the announcements of Christ’s arrival by John the Baptist and the Angels. 

 

While it is difficult to keep in mind in the midst of holiday celebrations, shopping, lights and 

decorations, and joyful carols, Advent is intended to be a season of fasting and prayerful 

reflection, much like Lent. 

 

The Advent Wreath 

This tradition first appeared in Germany in 1800’s. The story goes, a Lutheran minister working at 

a mission for children created a wreath out of the wheel of a cart. He placed twenty small red 

candles and four large white candles inside the ring. The red candles were lit on weekdays and 

the four white candles were lit on Sundays. 

Eventually, the Advent wreath was created out of evergreens, symbolizing everlasting life. The 

circle reminds us of God’s unending love and the eternal life He makes possible.  

The most common modern Advent candle tradition involves four candles. A new candle is lit on 

each of the four Sundays before Christmas. Each candle represents something different, although 

traditions vary, in Anglicanism they traditionally represent hope, peace, love and joy.  

 

Advent Calendars 

The original advent wreath, with its 24 

candles, was the starting point for modern 

Advent Calendars. In Germany from the 

early nineteenth century people would mark 

the days of Advent either by burning a 

candle for the day or, more simply, marking 

walls or doors with a line of chalk each day. 

A new practice of hanging a devotional 

image every day ultimately led to the 

creation of the first known handmade, 

wooden, Advent calendar in 1851.  

 

Sometime in the early twentieth century 

(1902-1908) the first printed calendars appeared. By the 1930s it was common for them to have a 

devotional picture or a short bible verse behind the doors. Calendars filled with chocolate began to 

appear from the late 1950s. Today they are a global  phenomenon and hold everything from the 

traditional pictures and chocolates to Lego, tea or even expensive jewellery. You name it, 

someone is probably making an advent calendar featuring it!  They may have succumbed to 

commercialism but at their heart advent calendars retain the essence of counting down the days 

to the birth of Christ that began with those simple chalk scratches. 

 


