
1 
 

Homily, November 30, 2008 
First Sunday of Advent 

Is 63:16b-17, 19b; 64:2-7;  Ps 80:2-3, 15-16, 18-19;  1 Cor 1:3-9;  Mk 13:33-37 
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What I say to you, I say to all: ‘Watch’ 
 
Advent is a time of waiting and of anticipation. But what are we 
anticipating? For what are we watching? 
 
We live in relative abundance, even in these troubled economic times. We 
have time to devote to special interests: to hobbies, sports, going out, 
gathering with friends. We are preparing for Christmas: shopping, baking, 
making travel plans, getting holiday parties on our schedules. Life is good 
and we are content. Are we watching? 
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In the first reading the prophet Isaiah wrote:  
 

Would that you might meet us doing right, 
that we were mindful of you in our ways! 

 
Why read this passage during Advent?  
What does it have to do with today’s Gospel? 
 
There is another story from Isaiah, that I would like to share with you, and 
which I think sheds light on the connection …  
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A long time ago a man went into the woods. He was a carpenter 
by trade but his love was wood carving. He cut down the cedar 
and the oak trees which the Lord had planted and the rains made 
grow. 
With part of the wood he warmed himself; and on its embers he 
baked bread and roasted meat. Warm and full he sat for a while by 
the fire. 
 



2 
 

Then, taking what remained of the wood, he drew on it the outline 
of a figure. He shaped it with a plane and chisels, making it like a 
man in appearance and dignity, to occupy a shrine. Finished, he 
set it on a stand, and lying prostrate before it in worship, he 
implored it, "Rescue me, for you are my god." 
 
Yet he does not reflect, nor have the intelligence and sense to say, 
"Half of the wood I burned in the fire, and on its embers I baked 
bread and roasted meat which I ate. Shall I then make an 
abomination out of the rest, or worship a block of wood?"  
 
He is chasing ashes -- a thing that cannot save itself when the 
flame consumes it; yet he does not say, "Is not this thing which I 
have made a fraud?" 

 
��� 

 
The wood carver in this story seems to have had a good life. He had shelter, 
warmth, and food. He had tools and the skills to use them. He had the trees 
in the wood as the raw material for his work. He was talented, self-
sufficient, and prosperous, yet in the end, he misused those gifts. 
 
The Lord made the trees and sent the rain which made them grow. He made 
the man in his image, giving him skill and imagination. None of this did the 
man acknowledge or ponder; instead he made an idol of them. He limited his 
vision to his own world. 
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Advent wants to direct our thoughts away from ourselves toward Christ’s 
second coming and to the celebration of his birth. It is a contemplation of the 
past and the future that opposes our preoccupation with the present.  
 
It does this through customs such as the crèche and the advent wreath, and 
the Advent readings and prayers. But if we let our preparations become a 
frenzy or an end in themselves, then we lose the spiritual discipline of 
Advent. 
 
That’s why the story of the woodcarver is a cautionary tale for Christians. 
Our lives are not our own, they are a gift from God. We are saved because 
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Christ died for us. We are stewards of the talents and blessings God has 
given us. He is the source of everything that is good. 
 
Forget this and we become the woodcarver: our activities and our 
accomplishments will be no more than idols, soulless and dead. Realizing 
our plight we may be tempted to cry out “Why do you let us wander, O Lord, 
from your ways?” 
 
At any time of the year it can be hard to remain Christ-centered rather than 
self-centered, but right now it can be particularly difficult. Inevitably we 
seem to go astray. 
 
We have good intentions. We want to give gifts to those we love and 
celebrate the season with food and drink, full of good cheer. Yet often we 
arrive at Christmas day exhausted -- and simply glad that it’s all finally over. 
 
Perhaps our preparations become too self-centered and directed toward ends 
that look good, but, like an idol, are false and empty. We focus on the things 
immediately before us and don’t realize to what end we should do all things.  
 
Like the woodcarver, we need greater vision. 
 

What I say to you, I say to all: ‘Watch’ 
 
Christmas is coming. It is less than four weeks away.  
 
It is time to prepare – so heed the words of Jesus.  
 
Be watchful and alert for the moments when you are tempted to go the 
wrong way. Remember that the true spirit of Advent, manifested in its 
customs and prayers, will direct you away from yourself and into the 
presence of God. 
 
 
 
 


