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The Absurdity of Advent Hope 

Tamara Hill Murphy 

A few years ago, the same year our family of six moved from where we’d lived our whole lives, to follow 
God’s calling in Austin, Texas, we discovered for the first time what it means to feel sad in the season ap-
proaching Christmas. Our children, aged thirteen to twenty, desperately missed friends and family whose 
presence in our lives had defined our holiday traditions. It wasn’t our first year to mark Advent, but in 
many ways, we noticed for the first time the meaning of its weeks of prayer, moderation, and lament. Our 
homesickness made us vulnerable, open to the wisdom and nourishment of the church’s historic calendar. 

As in previous years, we lit a candle every night, prayed together, and squinted in the darkness to read a 
daily scripture and prayer. As newly-practicing Anglicans, we closed our prayer time by making the sign of 
the cross by candlelight, hoping that all we’d said and heard would be sealed within us until we met around 
the table again. 

But, in the great tension of flesh and spirit that all of us must suffer, we also yawned a great deal, and often 
wished we could hurry back to television, homework, bed: the ordinary detritus of our home waiting to 
grab our attention as soon as we blew out the candles. It wasn’t just the language of scripture – rod of Jes-
se, a virgin birth, bowls of wrath, ancient betrothal customs, plowshares and pruning hooks – that struck us 
as strange. Hope itself is absurd. In her poem “After the Annunciation,” Madeleine L’Engle concurs:  

This is the irrational season  
when love blooms bright and wild.  
Had Mary been filled with reason 
there’d have been no room for the child. 

Our family needed to embrace the irrationality of Advent hope. To practice, we made a list of things we 
hoped for, checked the list twice, and each settled on one thing each of us really, really, really hoped would 
happen soon. As a mother, I staked my hope on God’s promise to draw near to my children’s homesick 
hearts – and to mine as well. We tentatively prayed, and listened for what the Father impressed on our 
minds and hearts.  

But the more we read and prayed together, the more I began to take comfort in the absurdity of the Ad-
vent narrative: a tiny nation of people who have been living for centuries in the darkness of unmet hope 
and unfulfilled promise finally receive what was prophesied in the form of a baby king born in a stable to a 
virgin mother and anxious father. The incarnation makes shepherds into royal guests and barn animals into 
silent midwives. So why not, I surmised, make the humble bric-a-brac of our new life a part of the Advent 
story, and a reason to give thanks to the Giver of every good gift?  

And so, that first Advent away from the place we’d always known as home, we made lists not only of our 
hopes, but also of our thanksgivings for the ordinary, everyday gifts that we often overlook. We invited 
each of our kids to place in the center of our Advent wreath one ordinary object that represented some-
thing of deep value and meaning. The wreath began to look quite ridiculous, covered with our little knick-
knacks. One daughter contributed a tiny plastic zebra (a gift from a friend); I added the flannel-wrapped 
beanbag that I popped into the microwave to warm sore muscles, tense from the work of moving and pray-
ing for my kids. Our Advent wreath that year was not something anyone would ever share on Pinterest. At 
the same time, I’m not sure it has ever looked more beautiful.  

The quirky objects cluttering our family altar reminded me of the apostle Paul’s words to the Colossians:  

In our prayers for you we always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, for we have heard 
of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of the hope 
laid up for you in heaven. You have heard of this hope before in the word of the truth, the gospel 
that has come to you. Just as it is bearing fruit and growing in the whole world, so it has been 
bearing fruit among yourselves from the day you heard it and truly comprehended the grace of 
God. (Col. 1:3-6) 

For the remaining weeks leading up to the great festival of Christmas, we’d gather around our absurd little 
wreath to pray. Sometimes our prayers consisted of only one word, the rest unspoken as we listened for 
the comfort of a silent God-With-Us, sitting among us in our own version of a hillside cave. We sat in the 
dark kitchen, heavy with unmet expectations and uncertain outcomes, praying that the Messiah would 
come to us, to this messy dining table, and be born again in us. We gave thanks for the ordinary, some-
times peculiar ways, he daily made his goodness known to us, and we believed in the absurdity of hope 
that he would do it again. 
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Church Collections  
 

W/e 2nd /3rd Nov 2017 

1st Collection: €920 

Share Collection: €820 

Weekday collections: €625 

In Memoriam 
 

6pm, Annie Curran (Anniversary) 
11am, Mary Moroney (Anniversary) 

 
  

Masses on 16th /17th Dec 2017. 
6pm, Charles, Sara, Peter and John Ingle 
11am, Elizabeth Mathews (Anniversary) 

Christmas at St Mary’s 
A Family Concert 

 for the Church Music Fund 
 
 

Benjamin Britten 
A Ceremony of the Carols 

 

Felix Mendelssohn 
 Hear My Prayer 

 

Classicus Youth Chamber Choir 
Dir. Máire Ledwith 

 
Crux Vocal Ensemble 

Dir. Paul McGough 
 

Friday December 15th, 7.30 pm 
 

Tickets €15/Con €12/Family €40  
Meagher’s Baggot St or 

 Www.EventBrite.ie 
At the door on the evening 

Mulled Wine, mince pies family evening 
 

Advent Adoration 
Saturday after the Vigil Mass, 

7.00pm 
 

Take a minute, light a candle, say a 
prayer...the world needs it 

Archbishop Martin is seeking practical support for this 
years Annual Parish Food Appeal which continues this 
week for the Crosscare Foodbanks. 

Crosscare work with many individuals and families 
throughout the Archdiocese who are struggling to make 
ends meet. The Food Banks provide support with essen-
tial food and household items.  We needShampoo & Hy-
giene Products, Soups, Tinned meats, Seasonal Biscuits, 
Cleaning Products. 

Boxes available in the Church 

Today there are people in your community in cri-
sis… No food in the cupboard. No heating in their 
home. No end in sight. 

At St. Vincent de Paul, we are asked for help with 
these things every day. 

Even in an improving economy,  it can still take just 
one small problem to tip someone into crisis and 
poverty. But we know that a little help at the right 
time can change everything. 

This Christmas, over 140,000 people in communities 
across the country will ask SVP for help with food, 
fuel and basic clothing. 

But we cannot say yes without you. 
Please support the SVP Annual  

TODAY at ALL MASSES  

or see https://www.svp.ie/appeal 

Seeking Accommodation 
Catholic Australian Student (20) on Internship Pro-
gramme in Ballsbridge from 17th December to May 
2018 seeks a room to let in the area on a paid basis. 
If interested or require further information, please 

call Church Support Group on 016077150. 

Final Faith Conversation 
Catherine McCauley Centre 

Herbert St 
6.30 Thursday 

14 Dec – Patrick Claffey, A Look at the Buddha’s Way. 

Patrick lectures in Hinduism and Buddhism in Trinity 

College Dublin and has travelled extensively doing re-

search in Asia. In this talk he will present the life and 

teaching of the Buddha and asks what we might learn 

from it. 
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