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St. David’s Episcopal Church, Advent 1, 11/29/2020 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

Here we are at the beginning of a new church year. I can’t help but think of the first Sunday of 

Advent last year, which also fell on Thanksgiving weekend. Things have changed so much for 

all of us in the past church year. I fervently pray that the coming year will be so much better than 

the past one. 

Everything changed for us during Lent, and we joked about how Lent 2020 was the Lentiest Lent 

ever. We were upset that the church was shut down, but we knew we would be back for Easter. 

The Lentiest Lent ever would end with the resurrection, and all would be well. 

But Easter wasn’t much of a relief. We remained shut down, worshipping only via livestream. 

No communion. No Great Vigil of Easter after sundown on Saturday night.  

I remember the Great Vigil of Easter five years ago, when my father was dying and I was here 

instead of there, and I didn’t think, given those circumstances, that I would be as moved by 

Easter as I had in the past. That was also the first year one of our long-time choir members left 

St. David’s, and I didn’t think singing “He’s Alive” at the Vigil would work without him. I was 

convinced it would all feel like one long Lent.  

But then the choir sang the song together and I realized everything did not depend on that single 

singer who had left. In fact, it sounded better than it ever had, with the Cookes and Nichol 

Andrews and others. When it came time for that first Alleluia and the Gloria after forty days 

without them, I turned to face the altar so that people wouldn’t see I was crying. I wasn’t crying 

because of my dying father: I cried at the power of our ritual and of the resurrection. 

But I was not stirred that way on Easter this year. We didn’t get to have a Great Vigil of Easter. 

On Easter Sunday, we didn’t get to sing the Gloria. There were beautiful things about our Easter 

Sunday service and I am grateful for how we were able to celebrate, but Lent was not over in the 

same way. 

Advent will be beautiful for us this year in a way that Lent could not be. Like Lent, we are a little 

more penitential in Advent. Some years we skip the Alleluias in Advent, but this year has been 

too rough and I’m not inclined to. One way Advent differs from Lent is that we are preparing for 

a birth, not a resurrection. The pandemic and all of the restrictions it entails won’t be over when 

Christ comes to us as a baby. In Advent, we also prepare for his second coming. 

 

Fleming Rutledge refers to Advent as the midnight of the Christian year. That image has 

resonated with me this year. Right now, things are dark, like at midnight. We can’t sing in 

church. We are afraid church will be shut down again. Most of us weren’t able to celebrate 

Thanksgiving the way we wanted to. This has created hard feelings among many people who 

love each other. 

 

But midnight is also technically the morning. We know that the way we are living now will not 

last forever, and in Advent, the midnight of our church year, while we prepare for the birth of 

Christ and for his coming again, we pray for a new life. This pandemic will pass. Vaccines are 

on the way. We can prepare for a new life that won’t look exactly like the old one. Some of us 

are changed by disease. Many of us have lost people that we loved. We weren’t able to celebrate 
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milestones in our lives the way we wanted to. But all this will end, and we will be free to sing in 

church, to have potlucks, to travel, to hug the ones we love. To break bread together: real bread 

prayerfully made by members of our congregation, not factory sealed crackers packaged with 

wine. 

 

In the season of Advent, we embrace hope. We await a second coming, but first, a birth. 

 

I wasn’t physically present here the past two Sundays because I was finishing up my sabbatical. 

I’ve been studying creative nonfiction, but the writing program at Spalding in Kentucky 

encourages studying and writing in all genres. My final workshop was a combination of fiction 

and creative nonfiction, so we read work in both genres. We were assigned a few pages of the 

Irish writer Emma Donoghue’s new book, The Pull of the Stars. 

 

We read the beginning, mainly because of its painstaking artistry. The book opens with the main 

character, a maternity nurse named Julia, riding her bicycle to work. The writer inspired 

everyone in my workshop with her careful word choices and images. I liked the selection we 

studied so much that I checked the book out of the library and read the whole novel.  

 

Besides the incredible writing, I loved The Pull of the Stars because it takes place during the flu 

pandemic of 1918, which was also the last year of the first World War. The story is set over just 

two days, the first two days in November. As I read the book I knew that the war was about to 

end, but the characters in the book did not. Julia, the protagonist, had heard rumors, but they 

were some of many rumors so she did not believe them. I also knew that the flu pandemic was 

not going to last forever, but of course, the characters did not know that either.  

 

The novel takes place in a maternity ward, and Julia is a maternity nurse. With several nurses in 

my family as well as a number in our congregation, I was especially interested to read about this 

profession in its infancy, and of course interested in the sexism of the time. 

As you can imagine, due to the state of medicine at the time and the way the hospital was 

overwhelmed because of the pandemic, some horrible things happen in this book. But also, 

births. Hope. Rescue. Love. 

 

At the end of the book, Julia has embraced a new beginning, but she does not know, as we 

readers do, that the war is about to end. But she is expectant and full of hope. And scared. 

 

So here we are in Advent. Midnight. Many of us are scared. But are we expectant? Are we filled 

with hope? 

 

That’s what we’re called to in this short season. Expectation. Preparation. Hope. 

 

This season will not last forever. It leads to something better. The chaos we heard in today’s 

scriptures will not last forever. Birth is coming. Bloody, messy, painful, beautiful birth. This 

season of Advent prepares us for beauty. Hope. 

 

 


