
 The first time I ever experienced Advent I was overwhelmed 

with a very particular feeling – it filled me every time I came to church, 

colored every moment of my days from the first Advent Sunday 

through Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve. The feeling? Embarrassing 

as it is to admit this, the feeling was disappointment. Advent made 

me feel disappointed. Now before you judge me too harshly, 

remember, I wasn’t raised in a liturgical Christian tradition. Maybe 

some of you can relate to what I’m about to say, which is that before 

I became an Episcopalian, I had never known a December that hadn’t 

felt like Christmas. My parents had a strict no-Christmas-music-

before-Thanksgiving rule (probably because I played enough 

Christmas carols on the piano in December to last them the whole 

year long), but once the pumpkin pie was served and the turkey eaten 

down to the bones, it was fair game on all things Christmas. On the 

Friday morning after Thanksgiving, my brother and I would rush 

downstairs to stack a precarious tower of Christmas records on the 

record player, always making sure that Nat King Cole’s The 

Christmas Song was first under the needle. (If you don’t understand 

these references to ancient technology, please see me after the Mass; 

I’ll be happy to explain.) Christmas decorations went up if not that 

very weekend, then soon after, and the whole month was marked by 

tinsel and mistletoe, holly and ivy, red and green. As far as we were 

concerned, once Thanksgiving was over, Christmas was here. And 

thank goodness, because I loved that warm and fuzzy feeling of 

Christmas, and I wanted to savor every moment of it that I could. 

 Contrast that to my first Advent in an Episcopal church, 

where the only wreath in sight had blue and pink candles, where nary 

a sprig of holly or a Christmas carol could be found, and where the 

readings had nothing to do with Mary and the manger and everything 

to do with the end of the world. I understood what was happening, 

intellectually, theologically, but my heart just wasn’t in it. I didn’t 

know any Advent hymns, and I wasn’t used to having to wait so long 



to sing Adeste fideles. To be honest, it felt like something beautiful and 

important had been taken away from me, and I resented it. At the 

same time, I was surrounded by other people, Episcopalians, my new 

tribe, and they all seemed to love Advent with a great and abiding 

love. I knew that there was something profound to this new church 

season, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was.   

 I’ve been an Episcopalian almost twenty years now, and I 

think I have some idea of what we love about Advent. And we do love 

Advent. How many of you woke up this morning with a little thrill of 

excitement because you knew that when you got here to these pews, 

you’d see nothing but a sea of Sarum blue and one lonely candle 

burning in a simple round wreath? How many of you look forward to 

hearing about the Son of Man coming at an unexpected hour or can’t 

wait until we get to John the Baptist next week? How many of you get 

as warm and fuzzy about “Lo! He comes with clouds descending” as 

you do about “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire?” 

 We Episcopalians love Advent, and for good reason. First of 

all, Advent, it turns out, has gorgeous hymns. Who doesn’t love 

singing Prepare the way, O Zion, or O come, O come, Emmanuel? 

And then there are the Advent traditions – not just the colors and 

the wreath, but the Quiet Days and the retreats, the time taken to 

light a candle and pray at night as a family, the choice to serve those 

in need in some new way. And, of course, there’s Advent Lessons & 

Carols, the liturgy that, for many people, makes Advent Advent. 

Advent is a cherished time of taking stock and starting over, a much-

needed booster for our faith, a permission slip to slow down and let 

our lives be a little more simple and a lot more holy. Most of us even 

love Advent’s annual reminders that in keeping this season, we are 

part of something truly counter-cultural, that “missing out” on the 

Christmas season isn’t really “missing out” at all, that now is the time 

for us to resist consumerism and greed by reminding ourselves what 

this time is really all about – about settling down and being still, about 



praying more and more deeply, about waiting and watching for the 

coming of Christ, about a light shining in the darkness.  

Advent, for those of us who love it, can feel just as lovely and 

as cozy as any favorite Christmas carol. But this year, I found myself 

wondering if it should. Should Advent feel as comfortable, as warm 

and fuzzy, as it does? You know what time it is, Paul writes to the 

Romans, and he does not mean it’s time to cozy up by candlelight 

and dream Advent dreams. This is the time for you to wake from 

sleep. This is the time to wake up. Keep awake, Jesus says, for you do 

not know when what you are waiting for will come. Be ready, for the 

Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour. Wake up! For as much 

as we love it, Advent, it seems, shouldn’t feel like someone wrapping 

us up in a cozy fur coat; Advent should feel like someone splashing a 

bucket of ice water over our heads.  

 Advent is our yearly wake-up call, our annual reminder that 

you and I live most of our lives asleep. We don’t mean to. There’s no 

neglect of our lives here, no faithlessness or carelessness. No, it’s just 

that the world can be stupendously soporific, lulling us to sleep faster 

than the tryptophan in a Thanksgiving turkey. Cynicism and fatalism 

have become a true opiate of the people, rocking us to sleep even as 

they claim to be part of a “woke” persona. Lulled by these false 

prophets, we can easily find ourselves sleepwalking from place to 

place, sharing in the common nightmare that this is just the way life 

is and there is nothing anyone can do to change it. Chaos in the 

government? That’s just the way it is. Destruction of the planet? 

That’s just the way it is. Corporations calling for more and more 

swords and societies that leave every plowshare to rust in the field? 

That’s just the way it is. Heartbreak, disease, loneliness? That’s just 

the way it is. Poverty, prejudice, cruelty? That’s just the way it is. 

Terrorism, shootings, stabbings, suffering? That’s just the way it is. 

Rock a-bye, everyone. There’s nothing to stay awake for here. 

 But Advent cries out in the wilderness, no! No, there is 



something to stay awake for here. Wake up, and see the Kingdom of 

God growing and bearing fruit all around you. For Christ has come 

to bring that kingdom very near to us, and Christ will come again to 

be our righteous judge, to bring about the fullness of peace and 

healing, to invert the devastating power structures of the world. 

Christ is coming, and he has called all people to worship in the house 

of the Lord, to sit together in this holy place and to be overwhelmed 

by the true feeling of Advent – the feeling of hope and expectation, 

the confidence that God is at work in this broken world, and the 

commitment to stay bright-eyed enough to see it.   

 Coziness is wonderful. Come sing Silent Night with us on 

Christmas Eve, and we will show you a coziness unlike any other. But 

for now, remember that this season isn’t about settling back but about 

sitting up. Wake up, for God has something to show you in these 

coming weeks. Wake up, for God has work for you to do. Wake up, 

for God’s Word is on the way.  
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