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“Please don’t tell me what to do during Advent!” 
 
This was the opening line of the letter to the editor in a Catholic paper a few years ago. It was 
written by a Catholic woman – a married woman who worked full time and who had children.  
 
She dreaded coming to church on the first Sunday of Advent. 
 
Why did she dread it? Because she was afraid of what her priest would say in his homily.  
 
So she asked, “Please don’t tell me what to do during Advent!” 
 
She went on: 
 
“Father, you don’t understand how tired I am. We just got through Thanksgiving.  Do you know 
what it’s like to spend 12 hours cooking a meal that your family devours in 12 minutes?” 
 
The woman continued: “Father, you don’t understand how tired I am. Between now and 
Christmas, my family and friends expect me to do the following: 
 
+ decorate the house 
+ buy and wrap presents 
+ bake cookies 
+ attend and host parties 
+ send cards to people we never talk to 
+ take the kids to see Santa 
+ deal with my in laws 
+ worry about credit card debt 
+ referee family squabbles 
+ all while working full time, and not strangling someone! 
 
The woman continued: “Frankly, Father, you don’t know how much stress I feel in the weeks 
leading up to Christmas. If I – the mom – don’t do these things, my family will take out there 
frustrations on… me.  
 
And that is why I dread coming to church on the first Sunday of Advent. Because you, Father, 



will stand up in the pulpit and tell me that Advent is a time of peaceful spiritual waiting…. And I 
will want to throw a hymnal at you!  
 
You will tell us that Advent is a time for quiet prayer.  
 
You’ll say that Advent is a time for spiritual preparation. You’ll tell me that I need to add to my 
daily prayer time. You will tell me that I need to go to confession. That I need to care for the 
needed, visit the sick, cure lepers, raise the dead and pay the national debt!   
 
Well, Father, please don’t tell me what to do during Advent! I’m already too busy. I’m already 
exhausted and worried. Don’t make it worse. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.” 
 
Does anyone here sympathize with that wife and mother? 
 
Frankly, after reading that article, I cringed. I cringed because I was guilty of doing exactly what 
this lady complained about. My old homilies are full of advice about what Christians need to do 
during Advent – the spiritual activities, the charitable works, the extra effort, so that we could 
‘prepare the way of the Lord.’  
 
It never dawned on me that I was heaping more activity onto the shoulders of people who are 
already too busy at this time of year. 
 
So much of our Advent language is about ‘preparation, waiting, being ready.’ And we 
Americans assume that ‘preparation’ means more work, and more busyness. 
 
So I tried to read today’s scriptures through the eyes of a busy person, or a busy family. I tried to 
listen to the words of Jesus through the experience of people who are already wondering how 
they’re going to get everything done by December 24th. 
 
Our readings speak of two profound truths: 
 
The first truth is this: history is not meaningless. This world, this cosmos, has a meaning and 
purpose. It is headed toward the God who made it. Just as our lives here do not last forever, this 
whole creation will pass away. We call that the ‘second coming of Christ,’ or ‘the final 
judgement.’ We will see Christ face to face. Everything and everyone will be united in his heart. 
Christ is coming again. 
 
The second truth is this: we do not know when that will happen. 
 
Christmas is the celebration of the FIRST coming of Christ – his birth in Bethlehem. Yet, we 



Christians understand that he is coming again. Some day. 
 
Now, in previous Advent homilies, this would be the point where I would I would list all of 
things we need to do during these Advent days in order to be better prepared for the celebration 
of Christmas, and better prepared for the second coming of Jesus. I would have told you pray 
longer each day. I would have told you to come to church more often. To go to confession. To be 
generous. To work for justice. 
 
All those things are true, and good. But you may have sat there and said, “Please don’t add 
anything else to my “to do” list in December!” 
 
And then I realized: in today’s Gospel, Jesus asks us to do only one thing in preparation for his 
coming. And that one thing is: “Stay awake.” 
 
When the Bible says “stay awake,” it usually means, “Pay attention. Open your eyes. Be 
mindful.” 
 
As we prepare for the coming of Christ, I don’t think that Christ is asking us to DO additional 
things. I think he’s asking us to pay attention while we do what we were already planning to do. 
 
In other words: you don’t have to DO more stuff before Christmas. This could be the most 
spiritually enriching Advent of your life if you simply change the way that you do what you’re 
already planning to do. 
 
“Stay awake.” 
 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus says that the coming of the Lord will happen while people are doing 
ordinary stuff. He said that the Lord will enter into human history while people are eating, 
drinking, loving, working. God comes into human history while we are busy with our daily lives. 
 
So Jesus says: Stay awake. Pay attention. In the midst of doing all that you need to do, just open 
your eyes and heart. Pay attention to the fact that Christ is with you while you’re doing all that 
you’re doing. 
 
Let me get specific: 
 
+ after you’ve decorated your tree, and you stand back for that moment to admire how beautiful 
it is… stay awake… and just thank God for something as beautiful as a tree with some lights on 
it. 
+ when you see a smile on a child’s face, the joy of their anticipation… stay awake… and in that 



moment thank God for child-like wonder. 
+ when you make the cookies your grandmother taught you to bake… stay awake… and thank 
God for people who have loved you. 
+ when you write or receive a card… stay awake … say a prayer of gratitude to God for people 
who have touched your life 
+ when you go shopping,  or buy a gift to donate to someone else, stay awake… thank God that 
you have resources to buy things, and a warm, dry place to lay your head.  
+ when you hear a carol, or see a manger,  or do your Tacky Light Tour… stay awake. Thank 
God for things that make this season bright. 
+ and when you sing ‘Silent Night’ … stay awake. Thank God for sending his Son Jesus into our 
crazy, messy, busy world. 
 
You see my point? I’m not asking you to add one more thing to your busy schedule. I’m asking 
you to stay awake to the fact that Christ is already present in every activity on your Advent 
schedule. You don’t need to do MORE things to find Christ this Christmas. Just pay attention to 
the Christ who is already there, in everything you’ll do and in everyone you’ll meet. 
 
Just practice an alert discipline of gratitude during these weeks of Advent. Thank God in all that 
you experience. See Christ in everyone. 
 
And you’ll realize – we are not waiting to meet Christ at some point in the future. We are 
meeting him every busy moment of every busy day. 
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