Benefice Advent Carol Service

Hinton Ampner, Advent Sunday 2009

Genesis 1: 1-5; Psalm 13; Isaiah 60: 1-3, 11, 14, 18-19; Isaiah 9: 2-3, 6-7; 1 Thess 5: 1-11, 23-24; John 3:16-21

‘In the beginning … God said, “Let there be light”.’  

Those were God’s first words.

Have you ever noticed that God didn’t do creation?  God spoke creation.  Feminists may leap on that phrase as a revelation of God’s undoubted female attributes, whilst the decisive separation of light and darkness which followed was perhaps a typically male action.  Now, I don’t offer that observation flippantly; it is to seek to explore who, what and how is our God.

God spoke.  Before all else, he spoke.  Isn’t that odd?  Why did he speak?  To whom was he speaking?  Why do we speak?  The fundamental reason for human speech is to communicate; to establish, consolidate and respond to a relationship.  Speech is for relationship.  Speech implies self and other.  So who was God’s other?

One of the most basic elements of Christian belief is that God is Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  The three persons of the Trinity exist eternally in tripartite unity.  The essence of God is therefore relationship.  God exists in community, male and female, before all time & yet still to come. God speaks, because to be God is to be in conversation.  And that conversation wells up from the centre of the Trinity, which is pure love.

God’s first creative words were to do with light, the one gift to the universe from which all other life will be enabled to flow.  God gave light to the world.  God’s definitive act in the world of humanity was to send his Son, his beloved, to be the light of humankind, the one individual through whom the love, the energy, the creating, redeeming and sustaining life-blood of God could most perfectly flow.  In creation, God gave light to the world that there may be life; in Jesus Christ, God gave us The Light of the World that we might know eternal life.

In Advent we wait in expectation and anticipation of that transforming, illuminating presence.  Advent yearns for Christ as we might long for a loved one who’s absent, or ache for a loved one who has died.  Advent takes place in gathering darkness, in lengthening shadows.  Advent is that wind of God which swept over the face of the waters of that formless void before the voice of God brought light and life.  It is the bleak-ness which is alleviated only by the hope that light will come.

So Advent is a time to grieve with the grieving, to cry with the pained, to watch with the dying, to reach out to the despairing as the darkness of this world threatens to engulf and destroy.  We stand alongside those who cry out ‘How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?’  Perhaps that’s our own cry as the troubles and tangles of our lives threaten to overwhelm us.  Christ doesn’t come down the chimney to sit on the top of a tinselly Christmas tree, twinkling like fairy lights.  Christ comes to squalor and ignominy, to danger and fear, and in that darkness he radiates the light of life, hope and love.  

Advent calls for faithful, patient, expectant watching for signs of that life-giving light breaking in through the cracks in the darkness.  So in Advent, as Christians, we stand in prayer with the oppressed.  And we do that, experiencing that pain, because we know, in the stillness, that the presence of the Lord is here already, the power of the Lord is already moving in this place, the glory of Lord has begun to shine:  we who have already seen the light of Christ know to expect the flicker to grow into a flame and the flame to grow into a blaze of glory.  From baptism, each Christian carries within them the pledge to be a light, to share Christ’s light within the world, to point towards hope in despair, trust in anxiety, endurance in failure.  That’s no airy-fairy failing to face up to grim reality; quite the opposite: it is persistent trust in the ultimate reality of that living, loving relationship in God, which transcends the pain of this world.  It is the passing on of God’s gift of life which will usher in his Kingdom on earth as in heaven.  

Long ago, prophets knew Christ would come (born a Jew),

Come to make all things new;

To bear his people’s burden, to freely love and pardon.

Ring, bells! Ring!
Sing, choirs! Sing!

When he comes, when he comes … 

Let us make him welcome!


Amen.
