

Sermon 29.11.09 1st Sunday of Advent 

Last Sunday was Stir Up Sunday which I suppose is what could be called a liturgical pun as the words of the collect for that day in the BCP, ‘Stir up O Lord the wills of your faithful people,’  have inspired the tradition of this being the day when Christmas puddings were made. Now I have to say rather smugly that I stirred up my pudding several weeks ago but in thinking about this sermon today I reflected that the season of Advent which begins today is rather like a Christmas pudding. Two things make Christmas pudding particularly good. One is the combination of a variety of different ingredients that all complement each other, being thoroughly mixed up together so that the sum of the parts is greater than the individual bits with the added factor that to miss out any of the ingredients, however small, diminishes the pudding as a whole. The other is the time that is needed for the pudding to mature – only after several weeks does the flavour and texture develop richness and depth.  And I think this is quite a good way of thinking about Advent because not only is Advent a mixture of several different ideas and themes all of which are important but it is spread over a four week period in which, as we look forward to the coming of Jesus and prepare ourselves for Christmas, we too can become enriched.  

So what are the ingredients for our Advent pudding? There are not quite as many as for the Christmas pudding which in my recipe needs at least 15 different ones but there are still too many to deal with in a few minutes so the ones I have picked out for today are hope, promise, joy, mystery and also healthy pinches of penitence and fear. And the thing that binds all these together is the time of waiting. Firstly although I may be stating the obvious we must remember that when we consider Advent, when we listen to the readings and engage in the Advent liturgy, that we are not only looking forward to the baby in the manger but also to the risen and glorified Lord who will come in power and might at the end of the present age to judge the world and re-create it. The readings today serve to underline this. 

With that in mind let us look first at hope. Hope is a universal human experience that orients us to the future. Hope keeps us looking forward and engaged with life and encourages us to keep going even when things seem bleak or difficult. Hope generates courage, purpose and creativity. When people cease to hope they can become deeply depressed or engage in activities that are damaging to themselves and others. Without hope no one would strive for peace, no one would campaign against injustice, no one would engage in medical research – and I am sure you could add to this list. As Christians however we have an added dimension to hope. We are a people who live under the banner of hope. The Bible could well be renamed the Book of Hope because that seems to me to be the message that runs like a connecting thread through the whole book from Genesis to Revelation even if we have to wait until the book of Job before the word hope is actually mentioned. The story of the Hebrew people as told in the Old Testament is a story of hope that refuses to be abandoned despite great hardship. Even during the Exile when it must have seemed that the Hebrew people no longer had a future the prophet Jeremiah foresees a time when all hopes will be realised as God makes a new covenant with his people. All the prophets write out of their own direct experience of God which gives them hope that despite the wayward behaviour of the people God’s love for them will be steadfast. The culmination of these hopes was in what became called the messianic hope  - the hope above all hope that one day the Messiah would come and Israel would be restored and forgiven once and for all. We believe that this has happened in the birth, life and death of Jesus Christ but for us there is more because in Christ we have the greatest hope of all that he will return and draw all people to himself in everlasting life. So in Advent hope is within us in two ways. One is in the remembrance of the hope of the Messiah and celebration of his birth and the other is in the anticipation of his return. And this brings me to our next ingredient, promise. 

We have enduring hope because we have a promise. I think as we get older and travel through life it is easy to become a little cynical about promises because many of us will have the experience of promises that have been broken. The wonderful thing about God is that he keeps his promises -from Abraham who was promised that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the sky to Jesus who promised that he would be with us until the end of time. When we consider God’s promises however we have to consider them according to God’s timescale not our own and therefore we are looking at promises whose fulfilment may lie far away in the future, beyond our sight and perhaps beyond our understanding. Abraham did not live to see all his promised descendants but nevertheless he was obedient to God and lived his life in the expectation of the promise God had made to him being fulfilled. The prophets who foretold of the Messiah did not live to see Immanuel but they too lived their lives in the expectation that what God had promised he would deliver. We are people who have been blessed to see the promised Messiah come and we live in the light of that promise now. And there is another promise that we also await – the promise that one day the Christ will return and bring in the kingdom of God. ‘Behold, I am coming soon!’ It is likely, especially considering the state of the world, that we will not live to witness first hand that event. Yet as God’s people we are called to live as if it could happen tomorrow and while we should live like this every day of the year it is in Advent that we are reminded most strongly that the Christ who came as a baby will come again as the risen and glorified king. When this happens we will all be called to give an account of ourselves before the throne of grace.

I want to jump forward in my list now and deal with those two ingredients that may seem less appetising but are crucially important to the mixture as a whole - penitence and fear. Of course when I talk about fear I do not mean it in the sense of being terrified but rather of being filled with awe and of reverence; of having a real awareness of how often we fail to measure up to what is expected of us and a corresponding sense of shame at that failure. We cannot escape the fact that, despite the glitz and glitter with which the weeks leading up to Christmas are surrounded, for Christians Advent is a penitential season. I said that we are called to live our lives as if Jesus was returning tomorrow but of course we don’t and if we have the courage to look honestly at our behaviour most of us should probably be somewhat anxious at the thought of what Jesus would say to us if we stood before him. Over the next few weeks we are invited and encouraged to re-examine ourselves, to repent of our sins and resolve to do better in the future.  

So let’s be a little more cheerful now and consider joy. Frankly there isn’t enough joy around and in particular there isn’t enough obvious joy within our churches. I’ve sometimes looked around at the people in churches I have been in over the years and wondered to myself why anyone would want to be part of such a miserable looking crew -  of course I exempt King Charles! Yet we have so much to be joyful about. We need to hold onto the fact that we are so loved by God that he will do anything to bring us to himself. He will even do a thing that is unique in the history of the world. The creator, the sustainer, the mighty all powerful God, the Alpha and Omega, the first and last, enters the mess and muddle of humanity and becomes that most vulnerable of all things, a baby. A baby that grows into the man who sacrificed himself for us for one reason only; because he loves us, because we give him joy and because his desire is for our joy to be complete. Yes, there will be times when we feel that joy is far away from us, when the bad things happen and life is hard but I believe it is possible to have a sense of joy that is the bedrock of our relationship with God. I don’t mean a superficial cheerfulness or a sunny disposition but rather a deeply embedded wellspring of joy. There is a passage in the book The Lord of the Rings that encapsulates this perfectly. ‘Are you angry with me, Gandalf,’ said Pippin, ‘I did the best I could.’ ‘You did indeed!’ said Gandalf, laughing suddenly; and he came and stood beside Pippin, putting his arm round the hobbit’s shoulders and gazing out of the window. Pippin glanced in some wonder at the face now close beside his own, for the sound of the laugh had been gay and merry. Yet in the wizard’s face he saw at first only lines of care and sorrow; though as he looked more intently he perceived that under all there was a great joy: a fountain of mirth enough to set a kingdom laughing, were it to gush forth. 

It would be wonderful if all Christians could be seen to possess this fountain of joy, and not just at Christmas.

My final ingredient is mystery and in a way I cannot say much about it because mystery is, well, mysterious, beyond explanation or description. At the heart of the whole Advent and Christmas story is the mystery of the incarnation. Without the incarnation none of our other Christian beliefs have foundation. Everything rests on the truth that the eternal Son of God became the human being Jesus of Nazareth. Our scientific age would like to be able to explain the incarnation, to rationalise it. I am not sure that I want to live in a world where everything is explained and further I believe that humans are created with a desire for the mysterious and the transcendent. We can be content with not understanding how the incarnation happened and just rejoice in the fact that it did with all that means for us.

So hope, promise, penitence, fear, joy and mystery. Let’s stir them up and relish the richness of what Advent has to offer as we wait for both the coming of the Christ child and the return of our Lord and Saviour. ‘Behold, I am coming soon! Even so, come Lord Jesus.’ Amen 
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