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 A little more than a century ago, almost no houses in Memphis had 

electricity.  Indeed, until the Tennessee Valley Authority was established in the 

1930s, large sections of the South were completely lacking in electrical power.  

Oh, there were gas lanterns and oil lamps, but when the sun went down, it got 

pretty dark and pretty quiet over much of what is now the greater Memphis area.  

One hundred years later, it is almost never dark and never quiet.  We drive down 

streets illuminated by street lights.  We enter the house talking on our cell phones, 

flipping the light switch and immediately turning on the television or the internet 

or the stereo – or, many times, all three at the same time.  The lights of the city are 

so bright that we can barely see the stars, the roar of the speakers, the hum from 

our appliances, and the ever present sound from our entertainment devices mean 

that we would only hear the loudest of noises coming from nature.  We may live on 

the same land trod a century ago by our ancestors, but our life experience is vastly 

different.  Electricity has largely insulated us from the signs and rhythms of nature. 

 

 In our gospel today, Jesus tells his disciples that there will be natural signs 

that will foretell his second coming.  The sun, the moon and the stars will herald 

his arrival.  But how many of us will notice?  We spend our lives gazing at the flat 

screen, serenaded through ear buds and in rooms that are as bright at midnight as 

they are at high noon.  How are we to notice the signs of nature when we have 

largely distanced ourselves from nature itself?  Maybe that is why we seem to have 

such trouble with the season of Advent.  Oh, we observe Advent for an hour a 

week – when we come to Mass on the weekend – but at all other times, we’re too 

busy celebrating Christmas:  putting up decorations and shopping and attending 

Christmas parties.  The entire month of December, it seems, is taken up with 

Christmas – we have no time for Advent. 

 

 Yet it is Advent that we are called to celebrate, Advent that the Church 

invites us to observe.  As much or more than any other liturgical season, Advent is 

truly a season in tune with the natural world.  The days, you see, are getting 

shorter.  Each day until the beginning of winter, the sun rises later and sets earlier.  

If we weren’t surrounded by electric lights and gadgets, we’d notice that.  It was 

certainly noticed in the ancient world.  Fear would grow each year as people 

wondered if the Sun was really going out.  Yes, in December darkness grows and 

so each week of Advent, we light one more candle – we need one more source of 

light until we celebrate the great light of Christ.  At our midnight Mass of 



Christmas, we will hear from the prophet Isaiah – “The people who walked in 

darkness have seen a great light.  Upon those who dwelt in a land of gloom, a light 

has shone.”  Advent is our season of darkness, our season to walk in solidarity with 

those countless generations who waited on the Savior, who waited in joyful hope 

for the coming of the Messiah.  The deep violet vestments that we wear echo the 

color of the midnight sky.  True, at the midpoint of the season, on the Third 

Sunday of Advent, we soften the violet to rose – to the color of the sky just before 

dawn.  But the rest of the season is our time of darkness, our time of quiet, our time 

of waiting and hoping and praying for the coming of Christ at the end of time.  

That’s right – at the end of time.  You see, we don’t spend this season pretending 

that the Incarnation didn’t happen, pretending that Christ never arrived in the 

fullness of time.  But neither do we spend it already rejoicing over his presence 

among us.  Advent is a season for us to step back, to ponder and to wait, to pause 

and to reflect.   

 

 Now of all the things that we have to do in the month of December – 

pausing and reflecting are pretty low on our list of priorities.  We have to shop and 

wrap and decorate and entertain.  We have to parcel out our calendar to get 

everything done.  December is one continuous trip from party to party, from 

department store to Amazon.  We barely have time to breathe, much less to pause 

and to reflect.  That, I suggest, is where the Church is wiser than we are.  The 

Church knows – even if we do not – that we will never be able to appreciate the 

gift of the Incarnation, the enormity of God’s love for us if we do not stop and look 

and listen – if we do not gaze at the stars of the sky and wait for the light of Christ 

to come once again into our hearts.  You see, we will never be hungry if we just 

move from one meal to another.  We will never be thirsty if we continuously drink 

gallons of water.  And we will never appreciate the light if we do not spend a little 

time in the darkness.   

 

 We live in a society at odds with the natural world, distanced from the 

darkness, bombarded by electricity, filled with artificial light and artificial smiles 

and artificial joy.  The Church invites us to step away, to be quiet, to dwell for a 

while in the darkness of nature and to keep our eyes fixed on the approaching light 

of Christ.  May this Advent be for each of us a season of longing, a season of hope, 

a season when we turn away from the flat screen to appreciate the witness of the 

sun and the moon and the stars.   


