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Scripture        Job 14:7-9 

For there is hope for a tree, 
if it is cut down, that it will sprout again, 
and that its shoots will not cease. 
 Though its root grows old in the earth, 
and its stump dies in the ground, 
 yet at the scent of water it will bud 
and put forth branches like a young plant. 
 
KATHY: (sings) Prepare ye the way of the Lord.  Prepare ye the way of the Lord. (the Godspell 
version) 
 

Joe gave me a little sheaf of poems that someone had given to him.  He said, "These are 

really bad poems; I thought you'd like to see them."  And so I opened to a poem called 

"Sanctuary of Comfort" and read it and thought that he was right -- the language was 

awkward and stilted.  BUT. . . but, there was an idea in the poem that really appealed to 

me, and I want to share the first stanza with you. 

 

Behold! 

The forest of winter grows dead trees. 

Eye cannot discern life or promise 

 among these all-alike gray ones. 

Comfort holds me one among them. 

"Wait with us." they invite. 

 

"Wait with us," say the trees.  Having spent the first half of my life in California, I didn't 

know much about winter and had a hard time adjusting to it when I moved east.  All I 

could see was that it is grey, bleak and cold.  Now, I've learned to love the architectural 

beauty of it and the importance of it in the seasons of our lives.  I've learned the 

importance of fallow time.  I've lived here long enough to know that when I look at a 

winter woods, I'm not looking at death, I'm looking at trees who are biding their time, 
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who are waiting.  I know that in the fertile darkness of their roots that life is strong and 

a slow preparation is being made for fruit, flowers and leaves in the spring.  "Wait with 

us," say the trees.  

 

Isn't this a perfect metaphor for Advent?  Especially since what we're waiting for is the 

birth of a child?  Think of every expectant mother and the life that is growing in the 

darkness inside of her.  At first there's no visible outward sign of pregnancy, but inside, 

a miracle is taking place in the dark.  You know, it's not an accident that Advent and 

Christmas take place at the darkest time of the year.  In the 4th century, the date for the 

celebration of the birth of Christ was chosen to coincide with and supersede pagan 

winter solstice celebrations.  Winter solstice -- the shortest day and longest night of the 

year, but also the point at which the days begin to lengthen again, giving cause for 

celebration. 

 

The trees, after a glorious burst of color in autumn, drop their leaves and enter a fallow 

time, during which they wait for the new life springing forth.  Aren't our lives like that?  

We may or may not coincide with the seasons, but surely all of us go through fallow 

times. Here are two definitions of the word "fallow:"  1. (of land) left unseeded after 

being ploughed and harrowed to regain fertility for a crop  2. (of an idea, state of mind, 

etc.) undeveloped or inactive, but potentially useful.  Haven't you gone through times 

in your life when you felt unseeded, undeveloped or inactive?  Is it possible for you to 

accept, perhaps even seek out fallow times in your life -- a time when the surface may 

not show any great productivity, but inside there is rest, regeneration and preparation 

going on? 

 

KATHY:  (sings) Prepare ye the way of the Lord. Prepare ye the way of the Lord. 

 

 We were watching the Daily Show the other night and Jon Stewart was fulminating 

against those who fulminate every year about the War on Christmas.  Mr. Stewart 

believes that if there is a war on Christmas, Christmas is winning, big time.  He said, 

"There's a war on Christmas? . . .   Because this year, Black Friday, AKA Christmas's 

opening bell, got moved back a day to Black Thursday -- or as we used to call it, 

Thanksgiving!  Christmas is so big now, it's eating other holidays!  Watch out, 

Halloween, you're next!" 
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Well, it occurred to me that the secular, cultural Christmas ate Advent, a long time ago.  

Advent is almost as old as Christianity.  The first clear references to the liturgical season 

of Advent are from the 6th century.  Advent, like Lent, was viewed for centuries as a 

fallow time, a serious time of fasting, waiting, and spiritual preparation for the entry of 

Christ into the world.  Advent in OUR culture, is a serious time of shopping, 

decorating, eating, drinking, cooking, socializing, and complaining about having too 

much to do.  Advent is no longer a season of waiting -- it has become a season of 

hyperactivity. 

 

In thinking about the nature of the hyperactivity, I have to say it all seems to be about 

generosity, and that's a good thing.  We shop for presents for others, we give money to 

others, we do good deeds, we bake cookies for others, we give parties for the enjoyment 

of others.  Hopefully we are recipients as well, but a lot of the doing is about giving and 

sharing.   It's a wonderful season of generosity.  AND very long and sometimes 

oppressive "to do" lists. 

 

But do you know how when you're on an airplane and they're giving the safety 

instructions at the beginning of the flight?  They say "In the event of a drop in cabin 

pressure, oxygen masks will descend from overhead.  If you have children, please put 

your mask on first and THEN help your children with their masks."  That's very sound 

advice -- if you don't take care of yourself first, so that you can breathe, you won't be 

ABLE to help your child.  You cannot help someone else if you've passed out from lack 

of oxygen. 

 

Can you see where I'm headed with this?  I know that it's hopeless to implore you (or 

me) to reinstate a rigorous Advent season that is closer to the traditions of the church.  I 

doubt if any of us are going to begin fasting and serious penitence (at least until we 

begin our New Year's diets.)  But I do implore you to do your best to find, to create 

some moments of silence for yourself during Advent, some little pieces of fallow time,  

to nourish your soul, which is doing its own work in the fertile dark.  "Wait with us," 

say the winter trees. Stop the doing and the busyness for a few minutes each day, let the 

list go, and be fallow or empty.  
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KATHY: (sings) Prepare ye the way of the Lord.  Prepare ye the way of the Lord. 

 

You know, there's all kinds of science these days that reports how beneficial a few 

minutes of deep breathing can be.  They say it brings on an automatic relaxation 

response, a reduction in stress, an increase in energy.  And I say, it's a way in this busy 

season to slow yourself down, empty your mind and open your hearts to God.  To 

prepare the way of the Lord.  Let's do it right now.  Close your eyes and take a deep, 

slow breath in, hold it for a second and then let it go. (RT takes a deep breath) Feel the 

tension sliding off your shoulders, feel yourself settle and calm.   In Genesis 2 it says 

that God formed the first human out of the dust of the earth and breathed breath into its 

nostrils, the breath of life; and at that moment, the human became a living being.  

Imagine God breathing life into you with every breath you take.  This breath, right now.  

God's breath.  What a gift that is. You can do the simple practice of taking a conscious 

breath many times during the day, even in Advent -- perhaps every time you see a bare 

winter tree, enjoying its fallow time, you can join it and have a quiet moment of 

communion with God. 

 

Today's two scripture readings talk about trees -- the passage from Isaiah talking about 

a shoot from the stump of the tree of Jesse, which many Christians read as a prediction 

of the birth of the Messiah, and the book of Job talking about surprising new growth 

from trees that have been felled.  And even the bad poem with the wonderful line: the 

trees saying "Wait with us."  And here is this beautiful bare tree right in front of us.  Let 

all of these things be a reminder that this is Advent -- a time not only for hyperactivity 

and generosity to others, but also, and perhaps more importantly, a time for a 

meaningful generosity to ourselves -- a time to give ourselves, however briefly, the gift 

of waiting, the gift of  feeling like a bare winter tree, with roots in a silent darkness, 

preparing for the birth of Christ. . . for the inexorable life and growth and unexpected 

spiritual gifts that are on the way. 

 

KATHY:  (sings) Prepare ye the way of the Lord.  Prepare ye the way of the Lord.   

 

  


