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I am not alone at all, 
I thought. I was never 
alone at all. And that, of 
course, is the message 
of Christmas. We are 
never alone. Not when 
the night is darkest, the 
wind coldest, the world 
seemingly most indifferent. 
For this is still the time 
God chooses.” 

— TAYLOR CALDWELL

“
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While we were doing something else, God 
came. While the Roman world was intent on 
domination and conquest, entertainment and 
excess, God chose to arrive as a baby born 
in dire circumstances in a backwater town. 
Quietly, inexorably, comes God’s self-revela-
tion. It resists categorization, and everything 
about it is a surprise. Mary is a surprise. Je-
sus is a surprise. It breaks prevailing social 
paradigms, and shatters forever the logic of 
empire. An angel tells a girl she will be a part 
of a great reversal, and suddenly, she recog-
nizes the huge truth of it and can’t contain her 
joy. Mary overflows with praise that God “has 
cast down the mighty from their thrones, and 
lifted up the lowly. He has filled the hungry 
with good things, and the rich he has sent 
away empty” (Luke 1:52-53). 

Let us read with fresh eyes Luke’s account of 
Jesus’ birth, and see the wondrous absurdity 
of what unfolded, in the time of God’s choos-
ing: 

Surprised by Peace
22

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was 
sent from God to a city in Galilee whose 
name was Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed 
to a man whose name was Joseph, and the 
virgin’s name was Mary. And going in to her 
and said, “Hail, favored one! The Lord is 
with you.” And she was greatly distressed 
at his words and pondered what sort of 
greeting this might be. The angel said to 
her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 
found favor with God. And see: you will 
conceive in your womb and will bear a son, 
and you shall declare his name to be Jesus. 
This man will be great, and will be called 
the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God 
will give him the throne of his father David, 
and he will reign over the house of Jacob 
throughout the ages, and of his kingdom 
there will be no end.” And Mary said to the 
angel, “How shall this be, as I have intima-
cy with no man?” And in reply the angel 
told her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 
you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; hence the offspring will 
be called holy also; he will be called Son 
of God. And look at your relative Elizabeth: 
she also conceived a son, in her old age, 
and this is the sixth month for her who had 
been called barren. For nothing will be im-
possible with God.” And Mary said, “Here 
am I, the servant of the Lord; let happen 
to me as you have said.” And the angel de-
parted from her. 
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This is the theophanic unveiling, the presence 
that brings peace and calm. Truth is like that. It 
comes with the blessing of peace. What at first 
seems confusing and wrong, suddenly makes 
sense. Then comes the sigh. The body knows 
truth when it appears.

This is the wonder of Advent. We learn to see 
in the new light of God’s absurd self-revelation 
in Jesus, which the world can’t recognize or 
comprehend. It turns the world completely up-
side-down from everything we once thought or 
knew. But as we read the story, it reads us. We 
realize that our lives were upside down be- fore, 
and now we’ve finally found our feet. We were liv-
ing inverted, curved inward lives, and then God 
shows up and invites us into something more. 
Peace in a world of uncertainty. Joy that breaks 
forth. Love that prepares the way. And hope that 
waits. Above all else, God offers a communion 
where we need not be alone. 

It doesn’t make moving through the world any 
easier—quite the opposite is true—but the wily 
wisdom that comes in Advent provides a way to 
live... and be... and love in an absurd and beau-
tiful world. 

We are never alone, and we can bring this pres-
ence to others this Christmas. Reach out to 
someone who might believe they have no one. 
This is still the time God chooses. 

US Surgeon General Dr. Vivek 
Murthy embarked on a listen-
ing tour to determine what 
was ailing Americans. The an-
swer surprised him. People 
were lonely. I spoke with Vivek 
about loneliness as a public 
health crisis and how the expe-
rience of disconnection affects 
our ability to weather life’s 
most difficult storms. 

Listen to my conversation with 
Vivek on “The Loneliness Ep-
idemic” at KateBowler.com/
podcasts or wherever you 
download podcasts. 

We begin and end with so 
much fragility—like little jel-
ly beans. And yet the great 
irony is that the thing that af-
fords us the greatest ability 
to connect—our fragility—is 
the thing we’re most afraid to 
share. What’s something small 
that helps you overcome this 
fear when you’re struggling to 
connect with others?

BONUS ACTIVITY:

A Lesson in
Belonging
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We need to celebrate! It’s been almost a whole 
year of loss, really a whole year of Advent and 
longing for Christmas. There’s a tradition in Mexi-
co that embodies the freedom and celebration we 
crave—the ability to walk to a neighbor’s house, 
to enjoy music and food and drink together. And 
it is all done as a ritual to recognize that Mary and 
Joseph needed shelter and were turned away. 
They needed the welcome that would meet their 
needs in dire circumstances. 

In sixteenth-century Mexico, missionary friars 
wanted to give their followers a Christian alter-
native to midwinter celebrations. In 1586, Augus-
tinian prior Diego de Soria began the custom of 
the posadas (“lodgings”), a nine-day ritual be-
ginning on December 16, re-enacting the search 
of Joseph and Mary for a place to stay in Beth-
lehem. 

It begins with a procession assembling after 
dark. Led by a child dressed as an angel and 
two more children carrying images of Mary and 
Joseph, folk march through the streets singing 
songs and playing musical instruments to a 
house chosen for the night’s ceremony. There 
they knock and beg entrance for two weary trav-
ellers; they are ritually rebuffed from those within 
playing the cruel innkeepers of Bethlehem. The 
dialogue may go like this: 

Las 
Posadas

23
Joseph: Heaven, I beg you for 
lodging, for my beloved wife can-
not walk.

Innkeeper: This is not an inn, so 
keep going. I cannot open—you 
may be a rogue. 

Joseph: Don’t be inhuman: Have 
mercy on us. The God of the heav-
ens will reward you for it. 

Innkeeper: Go on now and don’t 
bother us, because if I get angry I’ll 
give you a thrashing. 

Joseph: We are worn out coming 
from Nazareth. I am a carpenter, 
Joseph by name. 

Innkeeper: I don’t care what your 
name is; let me sleep. I already told 
you we shall not open up. 

Joseph: I’m asking you for lodg-
ing, dear man of the house, just for 
one night for the Queen of Heaven.

Innkeeper: Well, if it is a queen 
who is asking for it, why is she trav-
elling at night and so alone? 

Joseph: My wife is Mary the Queen 
of Heaven and she’s going to be 
the mother of the Divine Word.

Innkeeper: Are you Joseph? Your 
wife is Mary? Enter pilgrims, I did 
not recognize you. 

Joseph: May God repay your char-
ity, gentle people, and thus heaven 
heap happiness upon you.

Innkeeper: Blessed is the house 
that shelters this day the pure Vir-
gin, the beautiful Mary. 



Copyright © 2021 katebowler.com. All Rights Reserved 59

Advent 2021

After this exchange of traditional phrases, the procession is 
invited inside where they will gather in front of the family Na-
tivity scene and sing carols, followed by refreshments. On 
December 24, the posadas conclude with a big party for the 
families who have participated in the processions or played 
the innkeepers. Piñatas are smashed by the children, hospi-
tality flows, and then all may go off to the midnight mass. This 
custom has spread throughout the American southwest and 
Central America. 

In the Philippines, the equivalent is the panuluyan, believed to 
have been introduced from Mexico during the 18th century. 
In the Austrian Alps, an old custom called the Josephstragen 
(“Carrying Joseph”) called for a parade of boys to carry a 
statue of St Joseph from one house to another on the eve-
nings before Christmas. 

It’s an unusual thing to have an actual ritual that gets at the 
discomfort, the rejection that is at the heart of the events that 
led up to Jesus’ birth. What if we too could name and welcome 
our needs in this most unusual of Advent seasons? What if 
we could lament our pandemic losses together, express our 
longing and find community safely somehow, through our 
shared experience? 

As I think about this, the darkest time of the year, I realize we 
are people of traditions and rituals. See how you might adapt 
one of your most cherished Christmas practices, and sense 
God’s welcome and presence and comfort, just exactly where 
you are right now. 
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The Feast Day of 
St. Thomas

24

No Christmas could be complete without at-
tention to those who are less fortunate than 
we. Thomas was one of the original apos-
tles of Jesus known in the gospel of John for 
doubting the resurrection until he could see 
for himself that Jesus was truly alive. Thomas 
is said to have traveled and evangelized in 
India, where he met and converted the Magi 
who had followed the star to Bethlehem. St. 
Thomas is among the many Christian saints 
martyred because of their faith. His feast day, 
December 21, is connected to a number of 
Christmas-tide customs around the world 

In England, it was traditionally a day of li-
censed begging for poor women who were 
permitted to go door-to-door to ask for 
alms. This custom was called “Thomasing,” 
“mumping,” or “a-gooding” —it was consid-
ered good for one’s soul to give. (We talked 
about a version of this a couple weeks ago.) 
Thus, this song sung by the indigent women: 

The custom died out in the early twentieth 
century as charity became more institution-
alized and attitudes to begging hardened. 
Many registered charities in Britain, howev-
er, observe St. Thomas Day by choosing to 
make their payments then. 

In Central Europe, St. Thomas Day was a 
time for driving out demons by making loud 
noises, cracking whips, letting off firearms 
or ringing bells—all while wearing horrible 
masks—or by using incense and holy water 
and saying the rosary. St. Thomas himself 
was said in Bohemia to ride at midnight in a 
chariot of fire to the graveyard where he met 
the spirits of all the dead men named Thom-
as; there he blessed them and disappeared 
as they returned to their graves. 

In other parts of Europe, it was a time for 
schools to break up for the Christmas va-
cation, an opportunity for social inversion. 
“Thomas Donkey” is the title given to the 
last to wake up or who comes late to work 
on Thomas Day in some parts of Germany. In 
Norway, it was once the custom for all prepa-
ratory work for the Christmas sea- son to be 
completed by St. Thomas Day. A two-week’s 

Well a day, well a day,  St. Thomas goes too 
soon away, Then your gooding we do pray   
For a good time will not stay. St. Thomas 
gray, St Thomas gray, The longest night 
and shortest day Please to remember St. 
Thomas’s Day.
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supply of wood for the stove had to be ready, else the saint would 
come and take away the axe; all baking and brewing had to be 
finished, lest a string of kitchen mishaps take place. 

Of all the practices associated with Christmas, at its core is char-
ity, charity, charity—the kind that gives in a way that always pre-
serves the dignity of others. It’s the response of a heart that is 
grateful, a heart that keeps itself soft because, like St. Thomas, it 
has encountered the Lord of love. 

“Let us remember that the Christmas 
heart is a giving heart, a wide open heart 
that thinks of others first. The birth of the 
baby Jesus stands as the most significant 
event in all history, because it has meant 
the pouring into a sick world of the healing 
medicine of love which has transformed 
all manner of hearts for almost two 
thousand years... 

Underneath all the bulging bundles is this 
beating Christmas heart.”

—GEORGE MATTHEW ADAMS
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Christmas is almost here, and you will already have read that December 23rd 
is called “Little Christmas” in Scandinavian countries. What if a holiday could 
be invented that really was a lot like Christmas, but without the added pres-
sure?  (I can feel the intense interest growing…)

Christmas puts a lot of pressure on women who bear the brunt of Christmas 
labor. What about changing up the big meal so it is something differently 
delicious, without all the things. All the things that have always been done, 
because they have always been done. (Does anyone actually *like* Grandpa’s 
turnip recipe anyway?) Maybe try to support local businesses by ordering in. 

What’s another way you can add more intentionality to your Advent practices? 
Here are some more old Christmas traditions that could spark a sense of re-
newed life in your Advent and your Christmas to come: 

Remember the dead. 
In northern and eastern Europe, the Christmas season is the time to remember 
family and friends who have passed on. Rekindle their memories by visiting 
the cemetery and decorating the graves. In Kenora, Ontario, citizens set out 
thousands of ice candles on Christmas Eve in the local cemetery. Some bring 
extra lights and seek out old graves or ones not visited by family to light them. 
Some cultures set an extra place at the table for their ancestors, or put their 
pictures on display. 

The Jesse Tree. 
A popular motif in medieval art, particularly in stained glass, was the depiction 
of the earthly ancestry of Jesus as a tree growing from Jesse, the father of 
David. A spectacular example of this is the twelfth-century Jesse Tree window 

An Intentional 
Advent

25
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from the Benedictine abbey of St. Denis in 
France. In the twentieth century, the notion of 
a Jesse tree as a symbol of Advent attracted 
a number of American artists and craftspeo-
ple. Many churches and homes now con-
tain a tree, tree branch or banner decorated 
with Bible verses prophesying the coming of 
Jesus or ornaments symbolic of Messianic 
prophecies. 

Sometimes the Jesse Tree is decorated piece 
by piece in the fashion of an Advent calendar 
and in some churches a Jesse tree is used to 
collect winter clothing for the poor with mem-
bers attaching hats, scarves or mittens. 

Christingle. 
Also known as a “Christ-light” service, this 
is a ceremony popular in English Protes-
tant churches, often involving children. 
Originating with the Moravian church in the 
eighteenth century, these services are held 
during the Advent season and combine col-
lecting money for charity with the image of 
Christ as the light of the world. A feature of 
the service is the Christingle or Christ-light, 
a candle placed in the top of an orange dec-
orated with a red ribbon and four sticks on 

which are placed fruit or candy, symbolic of 
the blood shed by Christ for all the peoples 
of the world. 

White Christmas 
In 1914, a new type of service was introduced 
into some North American Protestant Sunday 
Schools for Advent—the “White Christmas” 
service, in which children were encouraged 
to bring gifts to be distributed to the needy. 
This grew to be a popular tradition in many 
churches and it continues to this day, collect-
ing both canned food, toys, and monetary 
donations to make Christmas for the poor a 
little easier. In some churches, this is called 
“White Gift Sunday” from the custom of wrap-
ping the offerings in white paper. 

What will you keep? 
This pandemic has caused the entire world to 
have a reset of huge proportions, and it is not 
finished yet. So much is in flux. Perhaps all 
you want to do this day is to sit quietly and re-
flect on a question like this: What Advent and 
Christmas traditions do you want to keep? 
Which do you want to let go of? What do you 
want to try for the first time? 
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A Blessing
for the
Advent
of Peace 

26
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O God, we are waiting, we are long-
ing for You, o Prince of Peace. 

come, desire of nations, and bring 
your reign over this whole earth. 

GOD HAVE MERCY. CHRIST HAVE 
MERCY. SPIRIT HAVE MERCY. 

“My peace I give to you;  not as the 
world gives do I give to you. let not 
your heart be troubled, neither let it 
be afraid.”  
— John 14:27 

GOD HAVE MERCY. CHRIST HAVE 
MERCY. SPIRIT HAVE MERCY. 

blessed are we who look to You and 
say God, truly,  we are troubled and 
afraid. come govern our hearts and 
calm our fears. 

blessed are we who ask You for wis-
dom, show us what to turn from,  
what to set aside.  come Lord, that we 
might see You, move with You,  keep 

pace with You. 

blessed are we who ask that this 
Advent we might dwell together  qui-
etly in our homes.  come Lord, that we 
might be for others the peace they 
cannot give. 

and blessed are we who ask  You, 
Lord, to be for us  the wonder that the 
world cannot give, come Lord! flood 
us with the hope and love and joy  of 
Christmas peace. 

GOD HAVE MERCY. CHRIST HAVE 
MERCY. SPIRIT HAVE MERCY. 

alleluia, Christ has come! and will 
come again, in glory! 

“for this is what the LORD says:  I will 
extend peace to her like a river,  and 
the wealth of nations like a flowing 
stream.” 
— Isaiah 66:12
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Silent night! Holy night!  All is calm, all is bright Round yon virgin mother 
and child! Holy infant, so tender and mild, Sleep in heavenly peace! Sleep 
in heavenly peace! 

On Christmas Eve, these are the words we sing in hushed and reverent tones, 
as we approach the manger. With Mary and Joseph, we gently bend over the 
infant Jesus and sing our adoration that is actually a lullaby, sung with loving 
and protective intent: “sleep in heavenly peace!” 

And sometime during a Christmas service, we may have heard the words 
spoken that describe the journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem: “In those 
days Caesar Augustus issued a degree that a census should be taken of 
the entire Roman world...” The name Augustus had been given to Octavian 
through his military might and ascendancy over his rivals, and the peace he 
won was called the Pax Romana. This “Roman peace” lasted over 200 years, 
from about 31 B.C.E. and spread throughout a vast empire. Its culture and 
achievements are still evidenced today in the Roman roads and walls that still 
stand. But this peace was won at a cost, through absolute dominance and 
brutal enforcement. We already know too much about such methods—capital 
punishment in the arena by wild beasts, the practice of decimation, and the 
public torture called crucifixion. It is into this world to this form of peace, that 
Jesus comes with His kingdom. The Pax Christi. 

Silent night! Holy night! Shepherds quake at the sight! Glories stream from 
heaven afar, Heavenly hosts sing Alleluia! Christ the Savior is born! Christ 
the Savior is born! 

The words speak peace to the world, but so does the music. Its rhythm is a 
specific style called a “Siciliana,” a slow lilting, rocking rhythm that in Baroque 

Heavenly Peace 
27
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music evoked pastoral scenes and images of shepherds and 
sheep safely grazing, as on the hillsides of Sicily. The Sicili-
ana rhythm is famously used in Handel’s Messiah in the aria 
“He Shall feed His flock like a shepherd.” Again, the words 
and music evoke the comfort and freedom of sheep who can 
roam freely and eat their fill, and the tenderness and vigilance 
of a Good Shepherd, who watches over his sheep and guards 
them from harm. 

The song “Silent Night” was famously written in the midst of 
an impending Christmas Eve calamity. The church organ 
broke down. The priest Joseph Mohr needed a solution. So 
he brought his lyrics to Franz Gruber who wrote the music for 
a guitar accompaniment. Surely, the song is itself a kind of 
Christmas miracle. 

Silent night! Holy night!  Son of God, love’s pure light Radi-
ant beams from thy holy face With the dawn of redeeming 
grace, Jesus, Lord, at thy birth! Jesus, Lord, at thy birth! 

Sleep little one, on this, the night most charged with promise 
and holy joy: 

“For unto us a Child is born, Unto us a Son is given;   
And the government will be upon His shoulder.  And His 
name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase 
of His government and peace  There will be no end.”   
—Isaiah 9:6-7 

Merry Christmas, 
my dears. Light a 
candle, one way or 
the other. This life 
will ask everything 
from you, but 
for now, there’s a 
little something to 
celebrate.


