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1st Sunday of Advent 
Cycle A, 11.27.16 

Isaiah 2:1-5; Romans 13:11-14;  
Matthew 24:37-44 

 
STAY AWAKE! BE READY! – 

SOMEONE’S COMING 
 After I left home in 1968 for the 
Oblate seminary, the Ohio neighborhood I 
grew up in changed dramatically – no longer 
an entirely ethnic Polish Catholic 
community. As my generation moved out, 
only the elderly were left behind, usually 
living alone – and that included my 
widowed mother. One evening, after going 
out with some relatives, she was dropped off 
in front of the house, unlocked the door and 
flashed the porch lights so my aunt and 
uncle would know that she was safely 
inside. Little would they have suspected 
that, as my mother walked into the living 
room, she heard the creaking of footsteps 
coming down the stairs. I can only imagine 
the fear that flashed through my mom’s 
mind and heart. While it was a horribly 
scary encounter for my mom, fortunately, no 
harm came to her and it quickly became an 
amusing piece of our family folklore. My 
mother, not a person with much money, nor 
a woman to contend with, brazenly created 
quite a stir as the thief tried to take her 
wristwatch. “It’s not worth anything,” she 
screamed, “and it’s one of the only 
memories of my deceased husband who gave 
it to me for our twenty-fifth anniversary.” I 
don’t know if the guy ran out the back door 
out of shame or fear, but she scared the guy 
away, and it sealed her reputation as one 
tough lady. 

 

 
 I thought of that story when I read 
another story about a young woman and her 
encounter with a thief. The young woman 
was miserable: stuck in a job she hated, no 
one special in her life. While her friends 
were busy celebrating weddings and having 
adorable children and prospering in careers 
they loved, she was alone, mired in self-pity. 
But her perspective changed in an instant. 
 She just had lunch with her mother. 
Her poor mom listened to her daughter's 
litany of unhappiness and tried to offer what 
support she could. Then the daughter 
returned to her small apartment. While in the 
kitchen, she heard a noise in the hall - and 
suddenly remembered that she had forgotten 
to lock the door behind her. She got up and 
looked down the hall. At the top of the stairs 
a masked man was pointing a handgun at 
her. She had never experienced such fear in 
her life. He demanded her cash. But she 
explained that she didn't have any, that she 
relied on her debit card. Again he demanded 
money, and again she said she had none. She 
offered to go with him to an ATM. "You can 
take my computer," she pleaded. 
 All she could do now was wait for 
the stranger to determine how this would 
play out. And, in that moment of waiting, 
she felt her whole life - the beauty, the love, 
the darkest moments. This is how she 
recounted it: "The one regret, the unfinished 
business I had with this life of mine. My 
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mother would always think of our 
conversation and believe that her only child 
had died a miserable person, unfulfilled and 
greatly at odds with life. That’s what 
brought tears to my eyes. I realized what a 
beautiful life I had actually lived; I just 
hadn't always appreciated it . . . I'm sorry, 
Mom, I thought." A second later, the 
intruder turned and ran. 
 "A meaningless act of violence" her 
family and friends said when they heard 
about what happened. But she disagrees: 
"Every day, I have the option to decide: Is 
my story going to be about anger, fear and 
unhappiness? Or can my story be about 
peace, forgiveness and walking a new path 
of gratitude and compassion? . . . It’s only 
by God's grace that I’m able to locate those 
virtues at all, but they are there, bubbling 
along like an underground stream beneath 
the stony ground of my heart." 
[From "Under the gun: New life after a home invasion" by 
Brittany Conkle, America, December 7-14, 2015.] 

 Her confrontation with the intruder is 
an Advent awakening for that young 
woman. In the midst of her fear, she realizes 
the preciousness of her life, that life is a gift 
that God gives her - and all of us - in order 
that she might discover God in the love of 
others and come to realize the goodness of 
this world in anticipation of the next. For 
each of us this Advent Season which we 
inaugurate today is a wake up call. We heard 
it in Matthew’s gospel: Stay awake, alert. 
You have no idea what day your Master will 
show up. But you do know this: You know 
that if the homeowner had known what time 
of night the burglar would arrive, he would 
have been there with his dogs to prevent the 
break-in. Be vigilant just like that. You have 
no idea when the Son of Man is going to 
show up. 
 There are two thieves to watch out 
for in these weeks leading up to Christmas. 
The first is accompanied by darkness but we 
might not notice it as such. It’s the thief of 

abundance blinding us from recognizing 
how little we really need to be happy. All 
the “stuff” that we stuff in our stockings 
hanging on the mantle, all the heavy 
baggage we carry with us from our past, all 
the lists that we make, and the “shoulds” we 
impose on ourselves and others, all the 
“swords” we wield against others. They’re 
always trying to break into our house and 
threaten us. That thief offers us not hope, but 
a life lived without clarity or responsibility. 
St. Paul’s advice to the Romans will defend 
us against that thief: Throw off the works of 
darkness and put on the armor of light; let 
us conduct ourselves properly as in the 
day….  Put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
make no provision for the desires of the 
flesh.  
 The second thief who comes is not 
one to fear but the One we should welcome 
with open arms. It’s Our Lord who comes to 
wake us up from our daydreaming. On the 
one hand, the distractions, cares, and 
pressures of everyday life will always have 
their way with us and we will, in effect, fall 
asleep to what’s deeper and more important 
inside of life. But it’s for this reason that our 
Catholic spiritual tradition, like all spiritual 
traditions, has daily rituals designed 
precisely to wake us from spiritual sleep, 
like the alarm clock that wakes us from 
physical sleep. 

 
 It’s for this reason we need to begin 
each day with prayer. What happens if we 
don’t pray on a given morning is not that we 
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incur God’s wrath, but rather that we tend to 
miss the morning, spending the hours until 
noon trapped inside a certain dullness of 
heart. The same can be said about praying 
before meals. We don’t displease God by 
not first centering ourselves in gratitude 
before eating, but we miss out on the 
richness of what we’re doing. Our prayer 
and our Sunday Eucharist have the same 
intent. They’re meant to, regularly, call us 
out of a certain sleep. None of us lives each 
day of our lives as if it was his or her last 
day. Our heartaches, headaches, distractions, 
and busyness invariably lull us to sleep. 
That’s forgivable; that’s what it means to be 
human. So we should ensure that we have 
regular spiritual rituals, spiritual alarm 
clocks, to jolt us back awake  – so that it 
doesn’t take a heart attack or illness… or a 
thief breaking into the house.  
 Advent is an ideal time to renew 
those spiritual practices. This season of 
peace, even in the midst of frantic Christmas 
preparations, calls us to "watch," to pay 
attention to such signs of God's 
unmistakable presence in all that is loving, 
in all that is beautiful, in all that is life-
giving and nurturing.   May this beginning 
of Advent find each of us reaching to open 
the door to this rich season of grace as we 
prepare our hearts and homes for Christmas 
and grow more deeply in faith, hope and 
love.  

 
Fr. John Kasper, osfs 

 


