29 November 2020; Advent 1

Isaiah 64: 1-9; 

Mark 13: 24 -37
Zoom SW Team Ministry
1.
Are we ready?

Our theme on this, the first Sunday of the new Church’s year, is about being awake and ready for a great change. So I want to think for a few moments about what it might mean to be ready – in a spiritual sense – for the coming of the Son of Man at the end of time. This is not about being ready for Christmas, with cards written and presents ordered and puddings made. It is not even about being ready to celebrate the nativity in wonder and joy, although thinking about that second coming as it is called may help us to understand how to prepare our hearts to be truly joyful at Christmas and to understand in a deeper way just why the baby in the stable is so significant for us.

Let’s start by thinking about being ready for the end of our mortal lives. How many of you have UFOs in the garage or roof? No, I don’t mean little green men or space ships – the unidentified flying objects beloved of old fashioned science fiction. UFO is the terms that the Ashdon quilters use for ‘unfinished objects’.  These are the projects that we started and haven’t yet completed; the things waiting to be done – like my parents’ photos that I intend to digitalise and get in order, or the coffee table that needs its legs stuck back on. We have rather a lot of UFOs in our garage. We fully intend to bring most to some completion before we die in order not to leave our children with a mammoth task. But we know, of course, that we may not make it. An accident or ill health may overtake us, leaving those many jobs half done. We would like to be more ready than we are.
So what does it mean to be ready in a spiritual sense? Can we identify the good intentions and jobs that we might wish had been undertaken before we meet our God? Fair enough, we are all work in progress, never perfected, never complete, but are we working on the things that matter? The things that are important in God’s eyes?
2.
Our readings: dark images of great change

Our readings are full of dark images: suffering, a darkened sun and moon, falling stars and quaking mountains. The image of fire kindling brushwood reminds me of the pictures we have seen of great forest fires in Australia and in the USA – of people helplessly watching as the fire sweeps across the land, destroying homes and whole villages. It is hard even for emergency crews to stay its great power once it takes hold.

These images are from the prophet Isaiah, who longs for God to come in power. He is aware of all that is wrong, and all that needs to be destroyed, of the peoples own wrong doings and lack of love for God and his ways. Yet still he reminds God that they are his people and the work of his hand.

Many of our loveliest Christmas readings are taken from the Book of Isaiah, anticipating with longing the coming of God’s Messiah in words that preshadow the birth of Jesus. And in this first week of Advent, we light the first candle on our Advent wreaths, which stands for the patriarchs such as Abraham – the Father of the nation. Next week we will think of Isaiah and the other great prophets. In Hadstock, you will be lighting that first candle this evening in a service of reflection. In Ashdon, we will light both candles next week when we are back in church. And in Saffron Walden, next week sees the Advent carol service, reflecting on those great themes.
3. 
Anticipating change

The Prophets spoke of the need for repentance and change. And Abraham embraced change as he left everything behind to follow God’s word and promise to him. Yet change is something that we often resist. In this period of lockdown, we long to ‘get back to normal’, even though we know that things wont be quite the same again.

Those who seriously want change are motivated either by ‘push factors’ or ‘pull factors’, by the awareness that all is not right now. Those whose lives are difficult, through war or poverty, long for change, to come out of their troubles. And those with a vision of something better are drawn, or pulled towards helping to change things. I am reminded of a young doctor some years ago who went out   to help fight the spread of e-bola in Africa. Her mother was worried for her daughter’s health, but said ‘why should I try and stop her?’ She felt called to be part of working for change for the better. Change os good news for those who realise that it is needed, not for those who are happy and comfortable as they are.
4.
A change we long for

Yet the coming of God’s Messiah, of the Son of Man, whether in a stable at Christmas, or at the end of time, is good news, not bad news. The images in today’s readings may be frightening ones, but this is our Loving Father who comes to us. The word used amongst the early Christians for the news of the coming of Jesus was  ‘euangelion’, from which we get the word ‘evangelist’. It was a word in common usage at the time meaning something like what we would describe as a press release. A royal marriage, a victory in war, a new leader. Then as now, some of those messages would bring greater hardship for ordinary people, some would be fairly irrelevant in their everyday lives. Yet the early church claimed that this good news was news with positive implications not only for all people, but for all time.

We too believe that the coming of Jesus – first as a helpless baby in a stable, and later as judge of the world – is news that really matters. What is more, it is GOOD news of comfort and joy. So what does it mean to be ready? I think that being spiritually ready is about longing for change. This comes from being able to see through God’s eyes the things that are wrong both in ourselves and in our world. And to do that, we need to be ready and willing for God to change us. To change the way we think and the way we behave, perhaps even the way we spend our time. God can only show us his ways and his hopes both for the world and for ourselves if we spend time with him.  So let us now, at the start of this new year in the church, ask for grace to be changed by Him, so that we truly long for his coming.    



Amen.
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