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An Advent Apologia

 
This article will make me more unpopular with the kids--
from 1 to 92 as the famous Johnny Mathis Christmas song 
describes-- but I have to write it anyway.   Don’t get me 
wrong.  I love Christmas.  I have the warmest memories of 
fires crackling, of my mother’s Yorkshire pudding, of my 
sister and brother and me dancing to Winter Wonderland on 
the old stereo, of getting up before dawn on Christmas 
morning to see the generous spread about the brilliant tree, 
of reading Dylan Thomas’ A Child’s Christmas in Wales, of 
helping the Altar Guild put up the candles at the end of the 
pews, of hearing the live broadcast of the Festival of 
Lessons and Carols from King’s College, and of listening to 
the little bells ring around the Swiss chimes.   I am not a 
Scrooge when it comes to the Feast of the Nativity of Christ. 
  

But our souls need Advent. 
 
The Church has given us a rich and wonderful gift that we 
neglect if we diminish the meaning of those four short 
weeks that can sometimes seem too long.    
 
When we resist bringing out the Christmas carols too early, 
when we hold off decorating the Christmas tree until later in 
the month (at least until Rose Sunday), when we resist the 
urge to dance and get silly around the punch, we make space 
for God to honor our human condition in a most important 
way.   I want to explain why in a moment, but first I want to 
be clear and state that our observance of Advent doesn’t 
need to be dour.   
 
It is not a time for finger wagging at others who do put up 
the lights early.  It is not a time for us to roll our eyes in 
self-righteous disdain for others who might don the gaudy 
Santa Claus ties or pins.  In fact, there is no right time for 
eye-rolling and self-righteous disdain for others.  If there is 
to be a fast at Grace Church this season, let it be a fast from 
all eye-rolling, tisks, and glowering.  How do they build up 
the Body of Christ?  I see far too much of them and, 
probably do them myself.  They hurt.  So let’s allow that 
practice to die with the fading year, shall we? 
 
That being said, this is why I need Advent, and why I 
presume that you do, too.  God is found in the spaces 
between us, to borrow a phrase from a popular song of a 
couple years ago.  We discover the fullness of God’s 
presence in moments when we are empty, in circumstances 
that seem hollow, in our longing, and in our waiting for 
what we most desire.   

 
I’ve had occasion during the past year to sit in intensive care 
at hospitals where two of our beloved sisters in Christ lay in 
dire straits.  One we know has come through. The other, at 
this writing, we still await an outcome.  In such scenes there 
is really nothing to do but  
 
wait. And pray into the emptiness.  Lights flash; medicine 
and nourishment drip through tubes; hearts beat; air fills 
lungs and is then exhaled through another tube; the mattress 
rises and falls.  Behind the regular clicks and beeps, there is 
a silence as one looks at a face and places a hand on a 
forearm.   One longs for recovery, healing, restoration, but  
it rarely, if ever, happens just by willing it.  The circum-
stance requires a surrender, and in surrendering to the 
moment, one senses nothing but Presence.  One exists, and 
one exists WITH the other. There is a beautiful holiness in 
that simple truth: one exists, and one exists with the other.    
 
It is not Christmas, with all its gaudy fullness; it is, I dare 
say, something even more.  Advent is the time before the 
Arrival.  It is the time where most of us dwell for most of 
our lives.  When we observe Advent, we celebrate, yes, 
celebrate, the way that God mysteriously, powerfully, and 
eternally shows up in those empty, strung out times.  Advent 
helps our souls learn how to see, hear, feel, and otherwise be 
awake to the Presence that is the Holy One still on the way, 
coming to be with us.  As Bob Dylan sang, “Oh, Oh, we 
gonna fly!  Tomorrow’s the day my bride’s gonna come!” 
Not now, but tomorrow. 
 
Another example; while in Capernaum last week, I was 
looking for signs of Jesus.  I did not find him in the 
hollering crowds coming from all over the world, like me.  I 
did not find him in the Chapel that resembled a flying 
saucer, hovering on concrete pilings above the ruins of what 
was probably the synagogue where Jesus preached his first 
sermon on the text from Isaiah.  I found Jesus when I looked 
up and saw the bougainvillea, brilliant magenta, trellised on 
rows of barbed wire.  That was where I experienced both the 
hope of the beauty of God, literally strung out on human 
fear and pain.   
 
I saw more barbed wire in the Holy Land than I’ve seen in 
all the cow pastures of Vermont.  It all called to mind the 
powerful line from the novelist Hermann Broch’s The 
Sleepwalkers: “Waiting is like barbed wire stretched inside 
of one.”  Into such a world as ours, strewn with broken 
glass, fluorescent and noisy hospital rooms, and the piercing 



 
 
 
 
rebuke of eye-rolling in churches, we await the Presence of 
God in the Christ-child. 
 
One last analogy on our need to practice the holy attention 
that Advent teaches us: If you can recall being in love (or if 
you are looking forward to it), the best part is not the 
fulfillment of desire, but the anticipation, the walking 
together, the standing next to the beloved.  In those almost 
electric spaces between the promise and the fulfilling of the 
promise, is the best part of loving and being loved.  Yes, I 
realize I am sounding middle aged, so be it…I am middle 
aged!  Trust me, teenagers, - and trust your parents - on this 
one:  the best part of being in love is in the gaze, the 
murmuring together, the waiting for the letter to show up in 

the mailbox, the unique scent that you can detect when she 
or he walks in the room, the words spoken that bridge but 
don’t entirely close the gap between you and your beloved.  
That is the power of Advent.  It’s a time to relish the desire 
for God.  Advent is the time when we can relish and delight 
in God’s love for each of us without all the falderal of junk 
and noise and passing pleasures. It is a time for us to 
experience the pleasure of God who is already here, seeking 
those who have come to enjoy seeking God in all places and 
at all times. 
 
With my prayers for a blessed Advent and a Holy 
Christmas, 
Rob+ 
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A requiem for our beloved sister in Christ, Joan Rising,  
will be held on January 9th at 11:00 am.   

Please pray for her husband Ted, 
her daughters Elizabeth and Kate,  

her son Jim, and their families in their grief. 
 

 

GARDEN MINISTRY A small band of enthusiastic gardeners has been maintaining the  
       gardens of Grace Church this year. Over the winter we will be drawing  
     up a preliminary master plan for the landscape in front of the Church  
       and Connector, for the Garth, the Columbarium, and the Spring Street  
       plantings.   
       

Help is needed especially from people knowledgeable in drainage and other 
engineering issues, as well as dirt gardeners and landscape designers. In the 
spring, help will be needed to establish new plantings and to maintain them.  
 

Call George Goodwin (549-1126) or Sherry Wilson (256-6955) if you wish to volunteer. Or come to the next 
Garden Ministry meeting on December 1st, at 4 p.m. in the Connector. 
 

The Parish Life Commission
We are in desperate need 
of one or two people to 
chair the Hospitality 
subcommittee. The  
principal duties are  
organizing our two 
annual Newcomer's 
events (fall dinner, 
spring tea),  

general oversight of the 
ushering schedule 
(currently organized by                                 
Kitty Dougherty, Katie 
Schendel and Dee Brace), 
and scheduling the 
coffee hour rotation for 
both 8 and 10:30 
services.    

 

This is an important position that can easily be shared by two people (perhaps one person who is an 8 
o'clock regular and one who is a 10:30?).  If Grace Church is to continue our various hospitality 
activities such as the Newcomers Dinner and the Spring Tea, this position must be filled soon.  For 
more information or to volunteer, please contact Parish Life chairperson Diana Spurgin at 
diana@spurginfamily.com or 256-4748.                                       Many thanks! 
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Bookkeeping Year End Note 
 

If you would like your end-of-year donations to count as a 2009 tax deduction,  
checks must be dated 2009 and received no later than Jan 4th 2010.  Anything  
received after that date will count towards your 2010 deductions.  Pledges for 2009  
may still be paid after this date! They will just be recorded as received in 2010.  
                                                                                                         Jane Andresen, Bookkeeper 

�



 
 
 
 
Christmas Pageant Rehearsals: There will be one rehearsal right after coffee hour on December 20 for one 
hour.  Please meet at 3:00 on December 24 for a run-through. A couple of adults/big kids to help out would be 
appreciated. Janet Lowry (ballymena@comcast.net). 
 

 

It is time to think about the Annual Report (gasp).  Please put pen to paper, call 
your committees, and get it done early. The deadline is January 15th.                                 
Annie H. 
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~ Vestry Highlights ~  
Nov. 10, 2009 

 
Janine Kelly began the meeting with a reading  
from Romans 12:9-12, and allowed some silence  
for the words to sink in and for us to think on  
them. 
 

Rob gave a brief report on his recent pilgrimage to the Holy Land and said that a complete report is planned as 
part of Adult Ed in January.  He thinks it is time for another Vestry retreat, so several people will look into the 
possibilities.   
 

The Junior Warden asked for a motion concerning tree planting on Boltwood Avenue.  It was moved, seconded, 
and voted unanimously that we make no decision regarding any trees until we have seen and discussed the 
overall plans for the grounds, especially on Boltwood Ave. 
 

Kathy Glime-LaMotte mentioned that work is progressing on the “Disaster Plan” for the parish, as required.  
And she told us that Tom Doherty, Senior Warden (absent tonight) is moving ahead with a handicapped 
accessible door for the Connector.    
 

Tom Baker, Treasurer, reported that he will bring the proposed budget to the December meeting. Dec. 6th is 
Pledge Collection Day, so we hope to have an idea of what funds we will have in 2010 in time for the meeting.  
25 pledges for 2009 are in arrears. 
 

The Vestry voted unanimously to ratify the January 13th vote to move funds to the Diocesan Investment Fund 
(which has been investing for parishes since 1902 – very successfully.) 
 

Legal fees – we have paid the first bill in the continuing law suit against us by the builder. 
 

Outgoing Vestry members, Margot McMahon, Steve Abdow and Don Buckloh will be talking about job 
descriptions and taking nominations for Annual Meeting in January. 
 

Ann S. Lowell, Vestry Clerk
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Tuesday, Dec. 1 4:00 p.m. Gardening Ministry  Meeting.  All are welcome. - Connector  
 
Wednesday, Dec. 2 12:00 p.m. Shawl Ministry , lunch will be provided today.  Please join us to replenish 

our shawl and prayer bead supply. – Connector 
 

6:30 p.m. Adult Ed. The first of three sessions (December 2, 9, 16).“Praying 
through Advent with Hebrew Scripture”  led by Bill Holladay. Drawing upon 
his extensive background in the study and teaching of Hebrew Scripture, Bill 
Holladay will help us pray with the prophets Jeremiah, Baruch, Zephaniah and 

   Micah. We will focus on the texts assigned by the lectionary for the Sundays in 
            Advent as we prepare our hearts and souls for the birth of the Messiah at  
           Christmas.  There is a light pot-luck supper preceding Adult Ed at 6:00; please 
          bring food or drink as you are able. – Parish Hall 
  
Friday, Dec. 4  Set up for the St. Nicholas Bazaar 
 
Saturday, Dec. 5        9:00 a.m. - 3:00 p.m. St. Nicholas Bazaar—Fun and terrific goodies
            of all kinds for your family and friends.  Luncheon by our own  

         Brother Lawrence Guild! – Parish Hall 
 
Sunday, Dec. 6 12:00 p.m. Outreach Commission Meeting – Parker Room 
 
Wednesday, Dec. 9 12:00 p.m. Shawl Ministry , bring your own lunch today. – Connector 
 
 6:30 p.m. See Adult Ed  .“Praying through Advent with Hebrew Scripture”  led by 

Bill Holladay .  See entry for Dec. 2nd for details. 
 

Friday, Dec. 11 12:30 p.m. Friends of Karuna Center Brown Bag Lunch. Tea, coffee, and chocolate 
will be provided.  Our speakers, Ruth Hooke and Norma Akamatsu will present ‘No 
more Guantanamos: A community & national project reaching out to detainees’ – 
Connector 

 
Saturday, Dec. 12 9:00 a.m. Saturday Quiet Day, “Mary Magdalene” led by Janet Teng.      

Our newly renovated Chapel has been named after Mary Magdalene, the follower of 
Jesus who appears in all four Gospel accounts of His resurrection.  Who was Mary 
Magdalene?  Why is she mistakenly remembered as having been a prostitute?   How 
might her encounters with the earthly and the Risen Jesus help us recognize and deepen 
our own relationship with God in Christ?  Through presentations and prayer, this Quiet 
Day will help us prepare to welcome the birth of Christ within and among us, as we 
ponder the life of Mary Magdalene. – Parish Hall   
 

 10:30 a.m. Grace Church Parishioners volunteer at Not Bread Alone – First Church 
 
 12:00 p.m. Choir Rehearsal – Church 
 
Sunday, Dec. 13 10:30 a.m. Liturgy in the Round .  A monthly service for children and families. – Parish 

Hall 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
December 13 (cont.) 11:45 a.m. - 1:00 p.m. (after the 10:30 a.m. serviced). Sunday Forum “The Essential 

Henri Nouwen,”   led by Dr. Robert A. Jonas.  “We always have a choice to live the 
moment as a cause of resentment or as a cause for joy”  (Henri Nouwen, 1932–1996).  
Robert A. Jonas, a close friend of Nouwen’s and editor of the new anthology, The 
Essential Henri Nouwen, will discuss the work of this brilliant and humble Roman 
Catholic priest whom “Christianity Today” called “one of the world’s great spiritual 
writers.”  Books will be available for purchase and signing. – Parish Hall 
 
4:00 p.m. Advent Lessons and Carols – Church  

 
Wednesday, Dec. 16  6:30 p.m. See Adult Ed  .“Praying through Advent with Hebrew Scripture”   
    led by Bill Holladay .  See entry for Dec. 2nd for details. 
 
Saturday, Dec. 19 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. Clean up Day and Brass Polishing. – Church 
 
Sunday, Dec. 20 11:30 a.m. Christmas Pageant  rehearsal: right after coffee hour today. – Church 

 

Bring your presents to the Parish Hall today for Adopt-a-Family.  
 
Monday, Dec. 21 The shortest day ~ longest night of the year.  
 
Wednesday, Dec. 23 No Adult Ed. tonight 
 
Thursday, Dec. 24 3:00 p.m. Christmas Pageant run-through - Church 
 

4:00 p.m. Christmas Pageant and Holy Eucharist 
    

7:30 p.m. Music Prelude 
    

8:00 p.m. Christmas Eucharist 
             
     10:30 p.m. Music Prelude 
             

11:00 p.m. Christmas Eve Eucharist  
 
Friday, Dec. 25 10:00 a.m. Christmas Service  
 

 

Sunday, Dec. 27 No Sunday School today. 
    

10:30 a.m. Christmas Festival of Lessons and Carols 
 

Wednesday, Dec. 30 No Adult Ed. tonight. 
 

Thursday, Dec. 31 Happy New Year! 
 
 

A peek into January… 
 

January 19 ~ Hilary’s Ordination 

January 30 ~ Haiti Benefit Concert 

January 31 ~ Annual Meeting 



 
 
 
 

 
 

Don’t forget to take a look at the website from time to time.   
Sermons and Announcements are uploaded weekly. 

www.gracechurchamherst.org 
 
 
 
 

Grace Notes is the monthly Newsletter of Grace Church.   
Submissions are due in Annie’s office by the 12th of the preceding month.   
If you have something you would like to have considered for Grace Notes, 
please send it along and it will be reviewed for inclusion in a future issue. 

 
 
 
 

Check out a recent article in “The Republican” from Nov. 22nd by Tom Shea.  It is entitled  
“Prayer - and gratitude - comes year round.”  The idea for this article occurred to Tom on a 
recent visit to Grace Church where he noticed the prayer notebook at the back of the church.   

http://www.masslive.com/tomshea/index.ssf/2009/11/prayer_and_gratitude_comes_yea.html  
 
 
 

The list below is in the Sunday Bulletin each week.  It provides the contact information for the Clergy and Staff 
 

       The Ministers of Grace Church:  All the Baptized (see Book of Common Prayer, pp. 854-855) 
The Rev. A. Robert Hirschfeld, Rector   arh@gracechurchamherst.org 
The Rev. Margaret Bullitt-Jonas, Priest Associate  mbj@gracechurchamherst.org 
The Rev. Hilary Bogert-Winkler    hbw@gracechurchamherst.org 
The Rev. Susan E. Schaeffer, Assisting Priest  ses@gracechurchamherst.org 
The Rev. Ann Wood, Deacon     deaconapw@gracechurchamherst.org 
Elizabeth Hart, Director of Music   beth@gracechurchamherst.org 
Richard Damon, Organist                                           256-6754    
Ann Hondrogen, Parish Administrator   annie@gracechurchamherst.org  
Jane Andresen, Parish Bookkeeper   jpa@gracechurchamherst.org 
David Ulen, Sexton     du@gracechurchamherst.org 
 

 

The Vestry members are: 
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Grace Church 14 Boltwood Avenue Amherst MA 01002 
413/256-6754       
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