
 

 

 

 

 

First Sunday of Advent Homily by Fr. Joseph Carver, S.J. 

 

It is Advent again – a new beginning a new liturgical year.  The first candle is lit, a 

small fire against the cold and dark of this time of year.  It can seem a bit pitiful in the winter 

gloom.  And then we hear “Be watchful! Be alert!”  It can feel more like an attempt to strike fear 

in our hearts rather than entering into a season of warmth, companionship and renewed familial 

bonding. 

At Christmas I am reminded of rituals, family traditions and memories all of which 

remind me that -- none of us make it to the manager at Christmas by ourselves.  One of those 

traditions in my family as a child - involved small plastic sheep.  We had these small plastic 

figurine sheep that my parents placed around the crèche on the mantel in the living room - but 

they didn’t start there.  They started in the dining room lined up on the chair rail, right along the 

molding on the wall.  All the kids – nine of us -- had our initials on the bottom of each sheep and 

we would move them one hand length each day.  But if we did some good deed well we got to 

move them again, and if my siblings and I worked together on something well that was a bigger 

deal four hand lengths.  My sister, Clare, was always first into the living room with her sheep, 

first to the mantel and first to the crèche.  “Mom I emptied the dishwasher can I move my 

sheep” ok she’d reply “Mom I matched the socks can I move my sheep?” ------ My sheep on the 

other hand --- lingered, shall we say he took his time.  You might say little has changed – I still 

need deadlines, and I still need reminders, BUT more importantly I still need the rituals, and the 

traditions of our Church at Christmas to find my way to the manger – to become a child again  - 

because none of us gets to the manger by alone.  

With that in mind, I wonder what I would have heard if I’d been there that first 

Christmas night.  Would my ears-–and heart-–been childlike enough to hear the soaring 

melodies of the heavenly choir?  Or would I have heard only the endless, irritating baa-ing of the 

dumb sheep and the sounds of their bodies shifting around?  Would I have been sensitive 

enough even to hear the invitation to go over to Bethlehem?  And even if I got there, following 

those who were simple enough to hear it, would I have seen the Queen of Heaven and her 

trusting husband, or merely two frightened young people, dumbfounded by all that was 

happening in their lives?  And when I looked at the Christ Child, would I have gone home next  



 

 

 

 

 

morning like an excited child anxious to tell my family - I’d seen a miracle!!!  Or merely a red-

cheeked infant the other shepherds had dragged me miles to see, that they knelt to and oohed 

and aahed and fussed over, when it was just another new little bundle you could see in the street 

any day of the year? 

We can easily resist Jesus on the cross, the same way we can wince and quickly 

distract ourselves from a the homeless person in the City Hall’s park on Broadway, or someone 

drunk lying on a grate behind Red’s downtown reeking and comatose, we can even scoff at the 

secularization and commercialization and wonder what happened to the manger and the true 

Christmas story.  But when we encounter the child at Christmas – we are all reduced to 

monosyllabic wonder!  We can only say things like “oooo”  and “ahhh”   Yep.  God really got it 

right at Christmas.  But there’s another challenge inherent in accepting the Christ child.  We can 

ignore the “message” built-right-into that divine infant in the manger.  The message in Jesus on 

the cross is: “I’m inviting you to be like me.”  The message of Jesus- the healer is: “I’m inviting 

you to be like me.” The message of the forgiving Jesus is: “I’m inviting you to be like me.” And 

I’m pretty sure that the message of the Baby Jesus is not just “Soften your hearts, and let me 

enter” but also “I’m inviting you to be like me.”  At times we do reach out to our fellow human 

beings, we do try our best to imitate Jesus’ kindness, mercy, forgiveness.  There are even times–

perhaps more rare – when we’re encouraged to think of Jesus with the money-changers in the 

temple  -- and we are willing enough to stand up and say, “Just stop that.  It’s wrong!”  

The grace of finding a life full of Advent Hope means surrendering our hard-won 

sophistication, control, all our protections from being afraid.  It means admitting, “I can’t do it 

alone.”  It means being gullible again, being taken-in… It means gazing like a baby at the ones 

who care for us simply with love – because we have not learned resentment, because we have 

not learned to hold onto grudges, or darkness or past hurts, because we have not learned the 

bitterness of judgment.  What is unnervingly message offered by an infant?  Utter vulnerability, 

utter dependence – and in return unconditional love.  The wonder that arises when you are 

smaller and weaker and more helpless than anything else you encounter.  It means being 

someone for whom everything on earth is “Wow!” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

There is an utterly terrifying message we should find when we peer into the stable at 

Bethlehem:  Christ saying to us  “I’m inviting you to be like me.”  At Christmas God comes to us 

– as a Child.  No questions asked, not preoccupied with our  sins or our brokenness, simply, 

wanting us to take him to ourselves.  We do the letting go and God does the coming. And, the 

whole mystery of our faith is that God is not reluctant to be born into the poverty of a makeshift 

stable, utter dependent on another – opening to this grace of Christmas means coming to realize 

that we don’t want to be alone as a child – we want to be cribside – close to HIM.. 

The Christmas traditions in my house, perhaps like in your house, built up slowly 

over the four weeks of Advent, but no matter what when we came home from midnight mass 

Mom had secretly gathered up all the sheep, along the chair rails and arranged around the 

manager.  It was a such grace to learn as a small boy that none of us makes to the stable alone.   

It was so comforting to know that making it to the manger - didn’t depend on me, or good 

deeds.   It was a simple quiet grace. Perhaps we are being encouraged this Christmas to imitate 

Christ pay attention,  to stay awake, because God is desperate to come to us, constantly making 

approaches to our defenses and offering himself to us.  It takes the heart of a child to wonder, to 

search, to listen, to discern, to realize that our deepest desire is to be close to the Christ child, to 

be there waiting crib side for his arrival.  Go to the manger tonight…linger there to see if you can 

hear Christ’s invitation to you this Christmas.  Is it: “I want you to be like me?” 

            I think we need to slowly march our sheep across the dining room and living room not to 

guilt ourselves into good deeds, but to help us keep our eyes fixed on the crèche!  These small 

lights small steps moving more deeply into the minefiled of hope and transformation – we are 

called this first Sunday to open a crack, so that the light of Christ might penetrate.  This is what 

Advent asks of us to  wake up one light at a time.   One step at a time because the manger is our 

goal, it is the place of hope and transformation – let us go confidently to this holy place  – 

because Christ is there!     

 

 

 


