THE CHRISTIAN SEASON OF ADVENT 
For Christians, Advent is the beginning of the Liturgical Year (year of worship) for most churches in the Western tradition.  There is a similar Advent tradition in the Eastern Church but with a greater emphasis on fasting and penitence, similar to the season of Lent.  Advent begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day, and ends on Christmas Eve.  
It is easy to confuse Advent with the way society gets ready for Christmas.  Early December, now all of November, and even some of October are often used by business for Christmas preparations, usually of the decoration and buying variety.   In the Christian calendar, however,  the Christmas Season does not even begin until December 25th and lasts until January 6 (Epiphany). Advent is the season before this, one of preparation for Christmas, not the celebration of it.
The word Advent means "coming" or "arrival." The focus of the entire season is the celebration of the birth of Jesus the Christ in his first coming.  Advent is marked by a spirit of expectation, of anticipation, of preparation and of longing.  Even as an expectant mother waits for the coming of the new infant, Christians learn to wait for the symbolic coming of Jesus, and for other good gifts from God that only come to those who wait.
This season unfolds week by week for four weeks.  In most cases, each week has a particular theme.  The first usually centers around the theme of Hope or Expectation.  The remaining three are usually associated with different aspects of the Advent story in different churches, or even in different years, sometimes emphasizing Peace, Joy and Love, or Bethlehem, Shepherds and Angels, or John the Baptist, the Magi and Mary or Annunciation, Proclamation and Fulfillment.
In many  Christian congregations and in homes, this sequence is enhanced by the use of an Advent Wreath containing five candles.  Some of these wreaths are very ornate.  Others are a circular evergreen wreath holding the candles.  A person (or group) lights one candle each Sunday.  The first two candles are purple, the third pink (the symbol of Joy) and the fourth, purple.  In the center is a white candle, known as the Christ Candle and a person lights this one on either Christmas Eve or on Christmas Day.  The lighting of all five candles is usually accompanied by a reading from the Bible and sometimes a song.  All of this is within the theme of “bringing light into the darkness.”
Because Advent is a season appropriate for the home as well as the church, Advent calendars are used by many families to foster a spirit of anticipation and waiting.  These are simply a card or poster with windows that can be opened, one each day of Advent, to reveal some symbol or picture associated with the Bible’s story leading up to the birth of Jesus.  
Advent colors add to this seasonal celebration.  Historically, the primary color for this time of year is purple, symbolizing royalty.  Some Christians prefer royal blue, to distinguish it from the purple color for Lent.  In contrast to the more popular red and green seen in the marketplace, these liturgical colors carry significance for the Christian calendar and those using Advent as a symbol of the spiritual journey that Christians take as they follow Jesus.
When Advent is observed like this, Christmas then becomes the full day of joy that is fitting for the birthday of the Christ Child.  Having sung songs like “Come, Thou Long-expected Jesus,” and “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”, Christian are then ready to sing “Joy To the World, The Lord Has Come.”
