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We publish Bill Petersen’s article on the 
North American Academy of Liturgy’s 
“Advent Project Seminar” in time to 
challenge any of us  who plan liturgy to 
restore Advent to its  ancient seven week 
length, sidestep the ‘Christmas culture,’ 
and find our way to much-needed 
preaching, teaching and reflection on 
what Christian eschatology actually 
looks like, how it’s  different from ‘End 
Times’ speculations  of the Religious 
Right, and how the end which has  come 
to us  in Christ invites  us  to live differently 
NOW.  The North American Academy of 
Liturgy’s ecumenical conversations took 
this  renewed approach to practical ideas 
including the observation that the 
Revised Common Lectionary anticipates 
such a change, or at least supplies 
suitable readings for a seven week 
Advent.  The seminar also suggested 
experimental use of the “O” Antiphons 
one by one for this longer seven week 
Advent, and invited making new 
sources  (or adapting existing ones) 
such as hymnody and psalm antiphons 
to give the extended season character 
and life.   This  article was invited by 
APLM Council member John Hill and is 
also published in Liturgy Canada.  
Read it and see what your congregation 
can do to linger in reflection on the 
coming and presence of God’s 
kingdom.  The seminar is  particularly 
interested in hearing of experiments this 
advent – what you tried and how it 
worked.  Read, ponder, and join this 
ecumenical and international effort to 
renew and enlarge our Advent in 
practice. 

   A Ongoing Journal     	  SUMMER 2009 COLLECTION

A S S O C I A T E D  P A R I S H E S  F O R  L I T U R G Y  &  M I S S I O N

Anticipated Returns: 
The Advent Project
by William H. Petersen
First published in Liturgy Canada.

The Situation: Advent Eclipsed
The title “Anticipated Returns” juxtaposed with the term 
“Advent” might at first glance suggest an article dealing 
with hope for the remedy of an ailing economy. And this 
would be true, except for the fact that this article concerns 
the economy of salvation more than the monetary and fiscal 
health of our society. There is, however, some relation 

between the two, though not a happy one.

The churches long ago lost the Advent season to the Christmas culture. 
The home or yard decorations lurking in the back corners of retail and 
supermarket establishments from late August, join with the surreptitiously 
expanding shelves of pharmacies loaded with Christmas items, just 
waiting for Hallowe’en to pass so that they can explode into their full 
manifestation on November 1st.  Conjoined to all this the unrelenting 
barrage of television and other electronic media advertisements for the 
holiday season, and the parousia is complete.

Against all this the Church has little defense. By the time Advent 
begins, the pressure, even from our own parishioners, to sing Christmas 
hymns is overwhelming. Many congregations simply sell out and hold 
such services as “Lessons and Carols” as early, if church bulletins I receive 
in the mail speak true, as Advent I. Thus, by the beginning of December 
we are well on our way to Bethlehem. For all intents and purposes, then, 
our culture, the culture of Christmas has effectively eclipsed the season of 
Advent and precluded any engagement of its primary focus.

The Proposal: An Expanded Advent

But what is the primary focus of Advent? If it is only the Nativity or 
preparation for it, then something vital is missing. We say that the season 
is the beginning of the liturgical year. The original intent of the season was 
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to begin by looking to the end. The wisdom of the poet 
T.S. Eliot captures some of the sense of this intent in the 
line, “In my beginning is my end.”1 To apply that wisdom 
to the present matter is to recognize that we best, at the 
start of a new year in time, look to the end, to the goal, to 
the eternal moment that makes 
sense of all our moments. And, for 
Christians, this means a focus first 
on the full manifestation, the 
parousia, of all that is implied in 
and by the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.

Here, then, the season at the 
beginning of the church year puts 
before us every year the great 
eschatological themes of the 
Gospel. The kingdom parables of 
summer and autumnal Season after 
Pentecost follow Jesus around the 
countryside, but in the Revised 
Common Lectionary there is a 
change in the atmosphere by the 
beginning of November. The 
kingdom parables now take on a 
harvest-time (or in-gathering and 
fulfillment) character. And they are supported in this 
climate change by prophetic and apostolic readings as 
well. Our focus in all this is set on the goal so that in our 
annual cycle of the liturgical year we may have clearly 
before us the purpose toward which it tends and which 
makes our annual pilgrimage an occasion always for 
deeper appropriation rather than simply a cyclic routine.

All of this argues, it seems to me, for the Church at 
the beginning of its annual pilgrimage to put itself in 
mind of such a goal and to be energized and engraced by 
that attention. We need, in other words, not just to rant or 
wring our hands in the face of the situation, but to 
reclaim the season of Advent from the consumer 
Christmas culture. One way of doing this would be to 
expand the season to its original length. The Orthodox 
tradition, indeed, has never lost the observance of a 
seven-week Advent. In the west, long before the 
reformations of the 16th century, the season was truncated 
to four weeks and remained so as the several post-
reformational traditions crystalized the calendar. In a 
society that did not have to deal with the Christmas 
culture, the four weeks were, perhaps, adequate, but our 
times call for a restoration of a longer season.

There is another reason, too – and one internal to 
Christianity – for making the proposal of an expanded 
Advent. We are faced in our day with what I would call 

distorted eschatologies that are labeled variously as 
fundamentalist, millennialist, or rapturist. These would 
lead us not only into an escape from the world, but rob us 
as well from our responsibilities as agents-in-Christ of 
God’s reign. In a recent book, The Rapture Exposed: The 

Message of Hope in the Book of 
Revelation (Westview Press, 2004), 
Barbara R. Rossing, a Lutheran 
theologian, sets before us a more 
authentic eschatology. With her we 
need to hear again, and perhaps 
with the intensity best realized 
when it is set to the glorious music 
of Handel’s Messiah, that great text 
from Revelation, 
“the kingdoms of this world have 
become the kingdom of our God 
and of his Christ, and he shall reign 
for ever and ever, Hallelujah!”2

Yet one book, however excellent, 
cannot bear the freight of the 
challenge. An expanded Advent 
season might give us a chance to 
reclaim from the Christmas culture 

some time for an observance and 
appropriation of the season’s primary focus. We might 
then know why, in its final weeks, we begin to turn our 
attention to Bethlehem. Another “anticipated return” of 
this proposal would be the Advent opportunity week-by-
week, year-by-year to address in sermon, song, and 
celebration the hearts and minds and wills of Christians 
with an eschatology free from misreadings, 
misinterpretations, and misappropriations; an 
eschatology that sets forth the redeeming justice of God’s 
reign and calls us to be agents of it; an eschatology that 
proclaims a kingdom characterized by the reconciling 
peace of Christ; and, finally, an eschatology that envisions 
a domain that finds its proper venue in and through the 
integrity of the Spirit’s creation.

A Vehicle: The NAAL Advent Project Seminar
In January 2006 I proposed to the North American 

Academy of Liturgy that the executive board of the 
academy establish a new continuing seminar to be called 
“The Advent Project Seminar.” They acted positively and 
the seminar was duly established. It has met three times 
at subsequent annual meetings of NAAL in 2007 
(Toronto), 2008 (Savannah) and 2009 (Baltimore). We look 
forward to the fourth meeting of the seminar in 
Milwaukee in January 2010.
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The purposes of the Advent Project Seminar are three-
fold: 
(1) To work ecumenically for the expansion of the season 

from four to seven weeks; 
(2) to collect & collate and/or to produce and provide 

appropriate Advent worship and homiletical resources 
for clergy, church musicians, and congregations; and 

(3) to author as well as solicit scholarship that will 
support and interpret this proposal for liturgical 
renewal.

The work that has gone forward to date has 
concerned all these goals. An expanded Advent season 
was established on an experimental basis in the seminary 
community in Columbus, Ohio, last fall with very 
positive results. The next step is to add parish experience 
to the base of data being collected through a 
questionnaire. The seminar itself has heard papers and 
presentations on subjects that address the homiletical and 
musical resources already available for a longer season. 
The seminar has also commissioned some new work (e.g., 
antiphons for psalms whether at the Eucharist or Daily 
Office). We have also been listening to liturgical and 
ecumenical officers from various traditions concerning 
what approaches within their respective 
polities would result in consideration of 
the envisioned calendar reform.

The seminar can thus serve as a 
clearing house for relevant materials and 
as a kind of action committee for 
advancing the proposal. In the near 
future we hope to establish a dedicated 
website that will facilitate 
communication and the collation of trial usage in various 
venues from seminaries to parishes.

Present Development: The Shape and Feel 
of an Expanded Advent

It has already been noted that no revision of the 
Revised Common Lectionary would be necessary to this 
proposal. Also, there is the advantage ecumenically in the 
fact that Orthodoxy already features a seven week 
Advent. The earliest date upon which the first Sunday in 
Advent could occur would be November 5. The latest 
date for its start would be November 12. In 2009, for 
instance, Advent would begin on Sunday, November 8. 
The general pattern is this:

Advent I	 the Sunday falling on or between 	 November 5-12
Advent II “ November 13-19
Advent III “ November 20-26

Advent IV “ November 27-December 3
Advent V “ December 4-10
Advent VI “ December 11-17
Advent VII “ December 18-24

Furthermore, the scriptural titles given to Jesus as the 
Christ by the Great “O” Antiphons for the Magnificat 
(Song of Mary, Luke 1:46-55) in the evening Daily Office, 
17-24 December, might well be adapted to serve as the 
Sunday-by-Sunday themes (antiphons to the gradual 
psalm, anthem texts, &c.) for the season. Most people are, 
of course, familiar with these antiphons (whether they 
consciously know it or not) as the verses of the hymn 
Veni, Emmanuel (“O come, O come, 
Emmanuel” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship #257 or 
Hymnal 1982 #56). Using these titles in this way would 
continue to honor the now-established principle of 
liturgical renewal that every Sunday in the church year is 
principally a feast of Christ. In addition, the traditional 
order of the “O” antiphons could be slightly altered to 
put Rex gentium appropriately on the new Advent III, 
thus avoiding any displacement for traditions observing 
Christ the King Sunday. In this schema, then, the Sundays 
of Advent would thematically become:

Recapitulation and Request
In a counter-cultural move, this arrangement puts 

the beginning of the Christian year where it ought to be, 
namely, looking at the end or goal with the already 
established eschatological themes of the three-year 
lectionary. The season would then move gradually from 
the initial eschatological pole toward the incarnational 
one that begins the recapitulation of the life and ministry 
of Jesus with the Nativity.

The Advent Project Seminar welcomes any and all 
reflection on the proposal. Furthermore, if your 
community, parish or seminary, would be interested in an 
experimental trial use of an expanded Advent season 
along the lines of the proposed rubrics, please be in touch 
by e-mail with whpetersen@aol.com . So, then, “for the time 
being” (to steal a line from W. H. Auden), Maranatha!
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Advent I  O Sapienta   Wisdom  “wisdom from on high”
Advent II O Adonai Lord “Lord of might”
Advent III O Rex gentium Ruler of nations “desire of nations”
Advent IV O radix Jesse Root of Jesse “branch of Jesse’s tree”
Advent V O clavis David Key of David “key of David”
Advent VI O Oriens Morning Star “dayspring from on high”
Advent VII O Emmanuel God with us  “Emmanuel”



Endnotes
1 T.S. Eliot, “East Coker,” Four Quartets: Centenary Edition, NY: HJB, 1971, 

p. 23.

2 Revelation 11:15b.

Artwork on page 2 is taken from pickandprintgallery.blogspot.com.  
Pattern copyrighted by Lois Prahlow.

William H. Petersen recently retired as Provost and Professor of 
Ecclesiastical & Ecumenical History at Bexley Hall Seminary, where he 

also taught liturgics. Bexley Hall is an accredited seminary of the 
Episcopal Church in partnership with Trinity Lutheran Seminary, 

Columbus, Ohio. Dr. Petersen is the founder and convener of The 
Advent Project Seminar in the North American Academy of Liturgy, and 

holds membership in both the International Anglican Liturgical 
Conference and Societas Liturgica.
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Council of APLM
We are a network of Anglicans in North America, established in 1946 to promote liturgical renewal in the 
Episcopal Church and the Anglican Church of Canada. We also work ecumenically for the renewal of worship 
and mission in other churches. We develop and promote church practices joining the mission of the church and 
the regular gathering of the church community for worship so that liturgy shapes, defines, and empowers 
mission and mission liturgy.
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