Advent Amid the Gift Wrap
“Are you ready for Christmas?” asked a guy I see at the train station every day. I thought of the long list of gifts I still needed to buy and the calendar crammed with holiday events and parties, and I shook my head. “Hardly,” I said, and we both laughed knowingly.

On my train ride downtown I turned off my iPod and let my mind ponder that question a little deeper. “Am I ready for Christmas?” This time I thought about the meaning of the holiday—the Son of God coming to earth to dwell among us and show us the way to eternal life. Again I shook my head and murmured to myself, “Hardly.” 

It was then that I vowed to take advantage of every opportunity to prepare my heart for the coming of the Christ Child into the world—the world you and I live in.

What I discovered was that if we know what we're preparing for, everything we encounter on the way to Christmas can prepare us for the coming of Christ, not only in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago but also into our homes, our families, our workplaces, and our communities. The usual December distractions can instead become holy moments when we find the Christ Child in our midst.

Having the right attitude and perspective on the season will help you and your family avoid the excesses that make certain Christmas preparations frantic, yet draining and disappointing. As theologian John Shea says, “The task seems to be the delicate one of learning to make the customs and traditions of Christmas serve the Spirit.”

Take a look at some of December's demanding activities with new eyes, eyes that fully expect to find God in every moment of this season of hope.

Enjoy Advent! 

Only a saint could maintain the patience needed to confront Christmas shopping, Christmas stress, and Christmas credit card bills. That's too bad because something else gets overlooked in the rush—and that's Advent. So here are a few brief ways to enjoy yourself over the next few weeks.
First of all, get to know Advent. This liturgical season is a time of waiting—something that we all do: we're waiting for some good news, for a better job, or for our lives to improve. Advent is a time when we think about waiting for God, so it fits in perfectly with our natural human longings. “Come, thou long expected Jesus,” as the hymn goes. Advent is also the time of beautiful Scripture readings, like those from the Book of Isaiah. “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom.” These are readings to give all of us hope! And Advent is the season for beloved church traditions, including the Advent wreath, which can easily be translated into home rituals.

Second, cut back on the craziness of Christmas preparations. Here are just a few suggestions: send cards only to close friends and family; drop one present per person from your list; and go only to the most essential holiday gatherings. Does that sound selfish? It's just the opposite! It will give you time to spend with those you really love, and more time to spend in prayer.

Maybe Advent is when you can really settle into your spiritual life, by finding joy in the season and less stress in Christmas. In short, Advent may be the time that you've been waiting for!

Blessing the Christmas Ornaments: An Advent Activity for Your Family

Each Christmas ornament tells a story and carries a blessing. To counter the typical frantic rush of the season, let the Christmas tree stand bare for a week and then bless the ornaments while placing them on the tree. This is a good way to observe how Advent is a time of anticipation & longing. 

Have each family member choose a favorite ornament and hold it. Select someone or ask someone to volunteer in leading the following blessing. 

Leader: God, we ask you to bless these ornaments. 
Each one of these represents a thread in the tapestry of our family's life together. 
We gather today to be mindful of how you have been present with us through all our days. 
We know that you are present with us now as our family story continues to unfold. 
Help us to see one another as precious and dear, to treat one another with tenderness and care, and to enjoy and celebrate the joy that each one of us brings to the family. We ask you this in a spirit of memory and celebration.

All: Amen. 

(After the blessing, your family might take time to share stories connected to some favorite ornaments.)

Don't Forget the Advent Saints!

During the season of Advent, most of our attention is focused, quite rightly, on the story of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. This wonderful liturgical season also offers other stories, ones that often go overlooked: the stories of the saints.

For many people, the lives of the saints seem, frankly, boring or irrelevant. That's not surprising given the way they're often depicted in churches: either as bland plaster statues that make them look dull or as figures in dramatic stained-glass windows that make them look superhuman. The saints were neither. A quick look at the lives of two “Advent saints” shows that they were truly human people who led fascinating lives.

Take St. Francis Xavier, whose feast we celebrate on December 3. When you're writing your Christmas cards, you might think of all the letters that the great missionary sent back to his Jesuit brothers in the sixteenth century. These letters were widely circulated and they thrilled Europe with tales of wonderful new peoples in Africa, India, and Japan. Or remember the feast day of St. Ambrose on December 7 when you're thinking about being forced to do so much Christmas shopping. He was forced to do something, too: In the fourth century he found himself in a church in Milan during a time of religious controversy. The crowd suddenly shouted, “Ambrose, bishop!” He was acclaimed and appointed as bishop even though he wasn't even baptized!

Other wonderful Advent saints include St. Juan Diego (December 9), Our Lady of Guadalupe (December 12), St. Lucy (December 13), St. John of the Cross (December 14), and St. Peter Canisius (December 21).
Even a Box of Tissues Can Hold an Advent Lesson
Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord.
     —Psalm 27:14 (NRSV)
When I was growing up we didn't celebrate Advent. Actually, I didn't really know much about it until my children started attending Catholic school. My religious education was limited, as the catechism classes I attended finished sometime around fifth grade. Even when I thought I understood what Advent was all about, my idea of preparing for Christmas consisted of decorating the house, making gift lists on index cards, and buying enough chocolate chips for the hundreds of cookies I planned to bake.

As time went on and the often uncomfortable stirrings that accompany spiritual growth continued to manifest themselves, I became more and more dissatisfied with my Advent experience. I bought the Advent wreath, the colored candles, the book of Advent prayers. I took my family to the parish Advent covered-dish dinner and attended a program or two at neighboring parishes. I did whatever I could think of to make Advent more meaningful as we waited for Christ's coming at Christmas—but I continued to miss the mark, and the message, as we succumbed to Christmas fever.

Then, in his typical “I'll do it my way” approach, God used my weakness to nurture a moment of insight.

I got sick. It started a few days before Thanksgiving, and by that Thursday afternoon I was relegated to a chair in the living room with my “best friends”—a Dallas Cowboy's blanket, a bottomless cup of tea, a large box of tissues, and the remote control. For four days I stayed there, too sick to decorate, too sick to go to Mass, too sick to sing with the choir, too sick for Thanksgiving leftovers.

Reading gave me a headache and talking started violent coughing spells. So I sat bundled up with nothing to do but wait.

And in the waiting I spent a lot of time in deep thought and, finally, struck up some quiet conversation with God. I almost expected him to groan, “Not you again,” but with divine graciousness he listened to my sighs, my concerns, my doubts, and my thank-yous.

I told him how terribly lonely I felt without my parents though I was constantly surrounded by a house full of people. Thoughts of my son in California and two others away at college echoed the inevitable pain of separation.

I admitted I wasn't looking forward to the holidays this year because there was a cavernous void in my life that couldn't be filled with tinsel and garland, presents, or mistletoe. Advent wasn't going to be any better this year, I objected.

Suddenly, I envisioned my parents coming up the front porch. I saw their smiles as I ran to the door and reached out with joyful tears to embrace them. My father whispered in my ear, “This is Advent.” As the image disappeared, I smiled to myself.

It was in the silent waiting, the praying, the listening, and not simply the doing, that I opened my heart to God and learned that Advent prepares us to embrace the Lord, not simply encounter him.

The last thank-you to my Father that day was for not giving up on a child in process—me—and for making sure that this and future Christmases would be times of embracing the best gift of all.
For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders;
and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom.      —Isaiah 9:5-6 (NRSV)
     WRITTEN SOME 700 YEARS BEFORE THE BIRTH OF CHRIST

Four Gifts for You This Advent
The four weeks of Advent are a time of spiritual preparation that begins with an awareness of our own longing and leads us to a deeper openness to the many gifts God wants to give us. This article offers a reflection on a different spiritual gift for each week of Advent. Take time each day to reflect on the week's theme. If you make time for inner preparation, carrying out all the other demands of the season is bound to be more enjoyable. May you have a blessed Advent.
Gift 1: Time to Know Your Deepest Longings

As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God? My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, “Where is your God?”
Psalm 42:2-4
One day on a winter's walk in the woods I came face to face with a deer. Our town had been in the midst of a stretch of very cold weather, and the stream I was walking along was mostly frozen over. I had stopped at a place where the swift current of the stream broke through to the surface and swirled around in eddies before it disappeared back under the ice.
As I sat for a while watching and listening to the gurgling water, a deer quietly appeared. We stared at one another for a few moments and, sensing I was no threat, the deer moved to the edge of the water and drank deeply.
I recalled the words, “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.” I had been experiencing a kind of winter in my soul. There were few signs of life, and the Spirit of God seemed to have become frozen over within me. Somehow, I was drawn to this external image of my internal longing—flowing water finding a way to bubble up from beneath solid ice.

It was Advent and I was longing, even though I was barely aware of my discontent. Like everyone else I had been caught up in the busyness of Christmas preparations. Though we had lit the Advent candles at home and I had tried to pray, I needed more. I needed time to really allow my sense of longing to swirl up and become clear to me as it did on that winter's walk in the woods. I knew then that I needed a closer relationship to God and that I had to stop just going through the motions of my prayer life. My longing, once acknowledged, turned out to be an invitation to live with a deeper awareness of God's presence and care all around me.
What are you longing for? What is your heart trying to tell you? The gift God offers this first week of Advent is the invitation to explore your inner longings. The Church, through our Advent customs, and even the weather of the season itself support such inner work. During the first week of Advent, give yourself time and space to contemplate what you are truly longing for in life. Know that this is the season when your longings will lead you to the Christ Child, in whom the hopes and fears of all the years are known and responded to with generous love.
Theme: Our World Longs for God - As individuals and as a community, we are longing for the presence of God. World events shatter our complacency; family difficulties shake our resolve. How can we say God is present when so much seems to be unstable?

 

Gift 2: God's Words of Comfort

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the LORD'S hand double for all her sins.
A voice cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together; for the mouth of the LORD has spoken. 
In early adulthood I began to find Christmas a great letdown. People talk about the magic of Christmas. At that time in my life, the magic seemed to have disappeared. Christmas began to seem like just any other day, only one with a lot of additional obligations and emotional demands.
Ironically, my sense of holiday malaise began to ease when I accepted that Christmas is, in one respect, just like any other day. That is, I can recognize the coming of Christ into my life and into my heart at any moment, on any and every day. Christ's coming wasn't limited to that one single day when “the magic” had to happen. In fact I came to realize that this wasn't about magic at all, but about reality. The true meaning of Christmas is grounded in the profound revelation that God so loves us that he chose to dwell among us both in Bethlehem and today right in our families. I came to see how, in Isaiah's words, “the glory of the Lord shall be revealed” whenever I am willing to prepare the way of the Lord into my life. For me, making a straight path in the wasteland usually has to do with quieting my mind and opening my heart.
The gift for the second week of Advent is that God speaks a reassuring word of comfort in the midst of our discontent and longing. In this quiet season—a season we tend to fill up with a lot of noise and frantic activity—make time daily to listen for the comforting words of God in your life. Probably the quickest way to begin hearing those words is to create a daily gratitude list. Set aside five minutes each morning or evening and take a few deep breaths. When you are settled, start jotting down whatever comes to your mind that you are grateful for. With a heart full of gratitude, everything else in our lives will change. We will begin to see, even in the demands of our Christmas preparations, the real purpose of those efforts—celebrating the Lord's arrival in our life and the lives of those we love.
Theme: God Speaks Words of Comfort - The prophet Isaiah spoke God's words to the Jewish people in the midst of their exile in Babylon between 597 and 537 B.C. Their lives were shattered, the Temple had been destroyed and the memory of it was fading among their children. In the midst of a discouraging time came words of comfort. God speaks words of comfort to us today. We can only hear them if we are open to listening. They are not the words of false comfort that everything will somehow turn out for the best. They are words that come to us in the midst of our pain and confusion. They will lead us to an even greater sense of God's presence in our lives and in our families.

 

Gift 3: God's Love Placed in Your Heart

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD. But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD. I will put my law within them, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
Jeremiah 31:31-33
As a child, every year before Christmas I drew up a list of the toys & presents that I had my heart set on receiving. Usually there was that one special item that I just knew would gladden my heart and make me feel complete.
This week in Advent we focus on hearts: glad hearts, sad hearts, hard hearts, broken hearts, longing hearts. In the Scriptures much is written about hearts because the heart represents the person's deepest identity. Our hearts reveal who we most truly are because they hold what we most deeply desire.
What's in your heart? We can give many answers to that question, and it's a good question to ponder during this week of Advent. But God has an answer for that question, too. “I will put my law within them, and write it on their hearts,” says the Lord. So in addition to whatever else might be in your heart, you can also be sure that the law of the Lord is written—in permanent ink—on your heart. That law is love.
It's time to live out what's in your heart. I know that when I've gotten confused and lost in my faith there is one sure way to find my way back, and that is to love somebody. In my confusion, I look around to see who in my life could use a loving response. It might be my daughter, who's confused about a decision she faces and needs someone to listen—truly listen. Or it might be my wife, who is overwhelmed with responsibilities and could use a helpmate to shoulder some of those duties. Or it might be that my parish offers me the chance to help make Christmas happier for a family in need. The Advent gift this week is the love God places in our hearts.
Theme: God Calls Us to Conversion of Heart -The bottom line is that we have to take responsibility for ourselves. The seed of change in our families, in the community, and in the world begins with answering God's call to meet us and to change our heart. In the midst of a world going insane, it seems a small thing to do. But one heart in tune with God can resonate in our families and through our families and communities into the world.

 

Gift 4: Hope That Lasts

Blessed are those who trust in the LORD, whose trust is the LORD. They shall be like a tree planted by water sending out its roots by the stream. It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit. 
Jeremiah 17:7-8
One day while on retreat in New Mexico, I made a trek across a barren stretch and up a difficult slope to stand on top of a high mesa. As I walked, the whole area seemed desolate and empty. But once atop the mesa I got another view. From there, in the distance I could see the outline of a currently dry river bed. It was easily visible because all along its dry banks, life abounded. From high above, the river bed was like a ribbon of green and gold. In the brilliant sunshine, green and gold leaves fluttered on trees and shrubs, whose roots stretched out to be watered by the stream when the rains came. These roots must have gone deep to sustain such abundant life even during a long, dry season.
Advent is a time to sink our spiritual roots deep, to let them stretch out to God, the source of all life. Because we are thus connected with God, we too can be sources of life to others in the way we live our daily life. Christmas is not only the season of receiving gifts; it is even more so the season of taking delight in giving to others. We emulate what God has done for us and in that we find our deepest joy. Let us prepare, then, to be generous in offering our family, coworkers, and neighbors spiritual gifts such as patience, prudence, encouragement, counsel, faith, hope, and love.
There's a spiritual adage that says, “You can't give what you haven't got.” The gift offered during this last week of Advent is the gift of hope. Let us drink deeply of the spiritual gift of hope that God offers us. Then we can cherish within us the spirit of Christmas and bring to others the blessings of the Christ Child every day of the year.
Theme: Hope Helps Us Endure in Difficult Times - We can easily become impatient with God and with one another. Living in hope means being willing to live courageously day to day. The signs of change in us will most likely be subtle. Living in hope means that while Jesus has already come, we are still in the process of letting him complete the journey into our hearts.
This Advent, Turn Your Gratitude Into the Gift of Hope

During Advent, preparations for Christmas and the numerous end-of-year stresses at work and school often collude to narrow our focus on ourselves and our immediate tasks at hand. Immersed in demands on our time and energy, we easily sacrifice the global perspective that fosters our awareness of the interconnectedness of the human community and the countless hardships faced daily by the less fortunate. In the season leading up to the celebration of the birth of our Savior, it is important to recall that Joseph and Mary were in essence poor refugees, cut off from their livelihood and homeland, forced to flee the monstrosities of an inhumane government and become "displaced people" in order to give their unborn child, our Savior, a chance to survive. 
Advent reminds us that hope is on the way, in the coming of our Lord and in the ways we reach out to our fellow humans each day. Below you will find links to some of the most prominent Catholic charities. Their tireless work, in bringing aid to desperate communities and fighting for social justice, continues each day during this holy season and every day, year-round. Explore these organizations and their missions this Advent. Discover ways you can immediately contribute to a local, national, or international cause. Let your gratitude for the blessings in your life transform you into a messenger of the hope that Jesus promises to all. 
Catholic Relief Services (www.crs.org)
The official international relief and development agency of the U.S. Catholic community. 
Catholic Charities USA (www.catholiccharitiesusa.org)
This highly-recognized Catholic social justice/charity organization provides social services to millions of needy Americans. 
The Catholic Worker (www.catholicworker.org)
Started by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin in 1933, the Catholic Worker Movement maintains 185 communities through the U.S. and abroad "committed to nonviolence, voluntary poverty, prayer, and hospitality for the homeless, exiled, hungry, and foresaken." 
St. Vincent DePaul national organization (www.svdpusa.org)
The national organizational Web site for the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. 
Caritas Internationalis
A confederation of 162 Catholic relief, development and social service organizations working to build a better world, especially for the poor and oppressed, in over 200 countries and territories. 
Pax Christi USA
The national section of Pax Christi International, the Catholic peace movement.

