PREPARING FOR CHRISTMAS – preached by Dom David

1Thessalonians 3, 12 – 4, 2 

Luke 21, 25 – 38; 34 – 36

Advent is the time of preparation before Christmas.  But the readings today are very much about Jesus’ Second Coming.  And that was the subject of last Sunday’s sermon!  Today the Liturgy helps us think about the connection between Christmas and the End.  Putting it briefly, we wait for Jesus to come again by trying to grow in the life Jesus wants us to lead, the kind of life he showed to be fully human.  So Christmas helps us to get ready for the end.  And it works the other way too.  We look to Jesus because we know we need God’s help to live life fully, as he wants it to be lived.  So it is with the hope, born of the great story of God’s plan to create in Jesus a new heaven and a new earth that we approach the crib at Christmas.  We look back to Christ’s birth in order to look forwards, and there we see in the new life of Jesus the hope and desire of every nation.

Advent Sunday, then, is a turning point, the start of our new Christian year.  Many people celebrate New Year in January with fireworks and champagne.  Most will have great hopes, or even little ones, of a new start, though so often New Year resolutions last about as long as the bubbles in the champagne.  The Christian New Year is different.  It is not marked by the chime of a clock, but by the birth of new life.  It takes time to give birth.  The seeds of life have to be nurtured in the dark warmth of the soil before a plant can peer out in the sunlight.  Of course there is the joy of expectation, but there are many preparations to make in order to receive the child and be able to nurture its own independent life.  

And so in Advent we prepare for the new life of Christ with joy.  But in a subdued kind of way.  That is why the colour of Advent is purple.  It is the colour we use to show our return to God, in sorrow for our sin as well as in hope for his mercy.  Christmas gives us confidence, but it allows no pretence.  We must be honest with ourselves and that takes time and care.  Today’s readings tell us something about what is involved in getting our hearts and minds ready to welcome Jesus when he comes again – be that at Christmas or at the end of time.

The Gospel puts it very bluntly: we need to watch ourselves – how often we spend our time looking at others, either in envy or criticizing them!  If we don’t take critical stock of ourselves, we will be coarsened by the ways of a world forgetful of God.  Jesus talks of debauchery and drunkenness.  But all these kinds of excess (frankly rather typical of secular winter New Year celebrations from time immemorial) are in Jesus’ mind only symptoms of the problem.  We are impatient or desperate for life, and then we think of it in the crudest terms.  We need to learn to wait and to receive the life God gives in God’s own time.  

Jesus tells us to stay awake and to pray at all times.  He means the kind of prayer where you just wait on God, looking and listening for him to approach us and give himself to us.  That is the best way we will ever find of preparing our hearts to receive the life he wants to give us.

We live in difficult and disturbing times.  It is not easy to stand by our beliefs and live by them.  But Jesus reminds us that prayer is a source of strength and confidence.  He does not mean that we can get doses of it just by praying, like a shot of caffeine.  God rarely works like that.  Rather, if we learn to live prayerfully and patiently, however much we find ourselves in the dark we will learn to pick things out in the shadows that we need to find our way, and we will be able to make out the gradual shifts in the appearance of things as darkness moves towards a new dawn.   And this is because when we pray from our hearts our own centre of spiritual gravity shifts away from our own mental resources to a deeper level of strength that is nourished by the Holy Spirit praying in us.

This is advice Jesus gives us for us to use Advent well.  It is the way that we can use to learn what Paul urges in the first reading: to make more and more progress in the life God wants us to live.  Each of us is created in the image and likeness of God.  Each of us reflects something unique, something that we can glimpse at Christmas when we look at God living human life in the Christmas Crib.  In Advent we pray that we will grow in that godly so that we love each other as much as God has loved us and give everyone around us a glimpse of the heaven we are waiting for until Christ comes again. 
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