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INTRODUCTION 

I’VE long been enamored of devices marking the passage of time. I started keeping a diary when I was seven years old,
and some days all I had to record was “Nothing happened.”
Still, I wrote in the green leather-bound book faithfully, lock-
ing it with a tiny gold key each night. 
My first encounter with religious calendars came during

Advent, when my mom displayed, in a prominent spot in the
living room, a festive cardboard house with diminutive win-
dows etched on it. Each day during the four weeks of Advent,
I thrilled to open a window where little angels or stars peeked
out as reminders that Christmas was drawing nearer. 
These days, like so many folks, I rely on various calendars

to pull together the bits and pieces of my life. There is the reli-
gious calendar we pick up at church on Christmas, which
shows the liturgical seasons, like Advent and Lent, plus saints’
and feast days. I also rely on an ordinary calendar to keep track
of secular events like Labor Day, Father’s Day and
Thanksgiving. 
At the start of each year, I sit down with my new calendars

to circle the important dates, so I can send birthday and
anniversary cards to the people I love. One day, as I was mark-
ing the dates, a thought occurred to me: Why not have a cal-
endar that would weave together secular and sacred days of
the year? From that thought, this book was born. It is a cele-
bration of 30 special days of the year, some taken from the
liturgical calendar, and some from ordinary life. 
The notion of including Labor Day and the spring equinox

in a book that also celebrates Passion Sunday and Mary
Magdalene’s feast day might seem a bit of a stretch, but the
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spirit of Jesus breathes in the heart of every event, whether it
is worldly or sacred. For example, although we often bemoan
the commercialization of Christmas, Jesus remains at the heart
of the traditions. After all, Santa stands for “saint” and reminds
us of St. Nicholas, a holy Christian man who loved the poor;
the evergreen tree signifies eternal life—and the abundance of
lights symbolizes the birth of the one who was called “the
light of the world.”
Even days typically considered non-religious invite us to

feel God’s presence in our lives. For example, Midsummer
Night’s Eve, the longest day of the year, is rarely noted on reli-
gious calendars, but the glorious lingering of the sun is anoth-
er reminder to Christians that Christ can vanquish the dark-
ness of sin. 
During medieval times, there was no separation of the

sacred from everyday life. Church bells rang each day at noon
so that everyone could stop what they were doing and say a
short prayer. Farmers dropped to their knees in the fields and
women followed suit in the kitchen, all praying the Angelus,
a simple prayer that commemorates the Incarnation. 
“The angel of the Lord declared unto Mary, and she con-

ceived of the Holy Spirit,” were the words that united every-
one, from the simplest peasant to the most powerful ruler.
Today, the prayer has nearly vanished from the traditions of
lay people, but members of many religious orders still pray the
Angelus at noon. 
My prayer is that this book will take you on a splendid

journey throughout the year, from the promise of Advent tra-
ditions to the sparkle of Christmas; from the sparseness of
Lent to the exuberance of Easter; from summer’s lush gardens
to winter’s still landscapes. May you celebrate and cherish
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God’s presence in every ritual, from the lighting of Advent
candles to the planting of a summer garden. 
The closer you dwell on the worldly and the supernatural,

the more you discover there is very little difference. As
Gerard Manley Hopkins so nicely put it: “The world is
charged with the grandeur of God.” That goes for every cal-
endar day as well. 
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Advent
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O, Dayspring

IN days of old, when I was a youth, Christmas decorationsnever showed up before Thanksgiving. This year, alas,
downtown Decatur was decked out in lights the day after
Halloween, and Santa held court at the mall shortly thereafter. 
In our haste to celebrate Christmas, we often forget about

Advent, a four-week stretch that signifies the opening of a
new liturgical year and takes us to Christmas Eve. Advent
means “coming” and marks a time of spiritual preparation for
the Christ child’s arrival, while also reminding Christians that
we are awaiting the Second Coming of Christ. 
Waiting is not very popular in our world today. We rush

through express lanes at the grocery store and hasten home to
prepare microwave suppers in minutes. Mornings find us
downing fast-food breakfasts and zooming to the office to
dash off a few quick e-mail replies. Some things, though, can’t
be sped up, thank God. The sun moves to an ancient
timetable beyond the reach of human hands; it still takes nine
months to grow a human baby, and a whole hour to bake a
loaf of decent pumpkin bread. 
When we rush too much, time melts like chocolate on a

blistering summer day. If you’ve ever experienced an over-
scheduled weekend, where you ran from shops to soccer
games to parties, then you may recall that Monday found you
feeling like you’d never had a weekend at all. The reason is
simple enough: The more activities we cram into the precious
moments of our lives, the faster time goes—and the more fran-
tic we feel. If you want to slow down time, try sitting in a chair
for ten minutes without a book, TV show or any other diver-
sion. You will be astonished at how the hands of the clock



seem to creep along when you stop filling every second. 
Advent invites us to put the brakes on our harried lives. So

often, Christmas is here and gone before we know it, and we
are sitting in front of our mound of new stuff, draining the last
drop of eggnog from the cup and feeling weary. Advent tradi-
tions let us savor the moments leading up to the big day. Each
year, my husband and I put together a simple evergreen
wreath and secure within it four candles, one pink and three
purple. The pink symbolizes joy and the purple a turning of
our hearts toward God. 
Each night of Advent, we gather to read scripture and pray.

Traditionally you light one candle the first week, then two
candles during week two, and so on. You replace all the can-
dles with white ones, representing Christ, on Christmas day.
We also place an empty crèche in the living room, with a
handful of straw nearby. When family members do charitable
acts, which ideally remain anonymous, they add a piece of
straw to the manger. The goal is to create a comfortable place
for the baby by Christmas day. 
Advent beckons us to hope. It reminds us that, no matter

how awful our world may seem at times, with diseases, wars,
and so many other miseries, God never abandons us. Or as the
14th century mystic Julian of Norwich put it: “All shall be well.” 
When the baby who changed the course of human history

was born, there was no room for him at the inn. Advent gives
us a chance to take a deep spiritual breath as we wait for that
baby. A chance to promise ourselves that, no matter how busy
we may be, we will always make room for our beloved Jesus
in our hearts.
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