Advent Sunday 2011
Well, we all got a Happy Advent message from our bishop this week. ‘The race is on,’ he said. ‘The message of Advent is...thrilling – He’s on his way.’

I couldn’t feel certain whether this was a baby on the way, or some kind of religious Olympic torch bearer or celebrity Rickshaw cyclist setting out from John O’Groats to arrive in Radcliffe Square on Christmas morning.
But I agree there is something exciting about the season of Advent. It’s a festival of the human spirit: a festival of hope, expectation and faith in the future. Which is a faith much needed in the face of economic gloom, unemployment, renewed fighting in Egypt and world consumption fast getting out of control. 

‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,
   so that the mountains would quake at your presence— 
to make your name known to your adversaries,
   so that the nations might tremble at your presence!’ 

A couple of days ago I received an email from Julian Baggini, the atheist philosopher, who is preparing an article for The Guardian, asking whether I agreed with four statements he had prepared about religion. The second of the four was this: ‘Religious belief does not, and should not, require the belief that any supernatural events have occurred here on Earth, including miracles that bend or break natural laws, the resurrection of the dead, or visits by gods or angelic messengers.’

I said that broadly I do agree with that, but that that couldn’t be allowed in any way to emasculate the poetic force of biblical statements such as I’ve just read from Isaiah. Or this, from the Gospel reading: ‘Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in clouds” with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.’  

Divine judgement is not something one thinks about very much when you’re buying your Christmas presents or attending the office party. Yet the poetic power of those words is undeniable. In fact I suspect divine judgement is not something we think about very much at all. But if we have any sense of goodness having some objective worth; of there being values of universal validity, separate from whatever happens to suit us at the time, then I think it makes sense to speak of the judgement of heaven.
In broad terms, I’d say we know this in our national life, but pussyfoot round it. We know there’s a crisis of greed and unjust distribution of wealth. But don’t really understand how to deal with it. There was the statistic this week of the Chief Executive of Barclays Bank earning 74 times the average pay of his employees, whereas thirty years ago the differential was only 14 times. We know many people in Oxford and Oxfordshire are living at a level that’s unsustainable if everyone were to live like that - rich men in their castles and poor men at their gates, unable to get on the housing ladder. 
At the other end of the spectrum, I heard this week about a boy who was reprimanded at school for scavenging a sausage from the bins. When he was told to put it back he protested: ‘I’m starving hungry. We haven’t had anything at home for three days because my dad has taken all the money for drugs.’ This is a side of contemporary British life, which is almost Dickensian, and which both preachers and Government ministers have little idea about. One minister suggested parents should be given tokens of £100 for parenting training - they might like it so much, when the token runs out they can pay for themselves

A. £100 pounds doesn’t go very far

B. Most would rather have £100 of extra food

C. What planet are you living on? Buy extra training...?

We are shocked if one schoolboy has to scavenge the bins. Just think of those shanty towns around the big cities of the world where thousands of children survive by scavenging from the waste of others.
This is a judgement and it calls for penitence. In spiritual terms, whether religious or humanitarian, we have slipped into a mode where we hate admitting to being in the wrong, where we know our rights, where guilt is suppressed, and where we cannot bear too much reality. Yet every act of worship contains a penitential section. Sometimes, I suspect, we think of it as a throwback from the past when people didn’t ‘presume to come to the Lord ’s Table’ and found the ‘burden of their sins intolerable’. We need more breast beating, more sackcloth and ashes. In other words more self awareness and more awareness of the other. The hope of Advent surely rests on the spiritual discipline of these things, because it is through penitence and self-examination that newness of life emerges. You might say it is through these things that Messianic Kingdom becomes visible.
Jesus came to Nazareth... 

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
   because he has anointed me
     to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
   and recovery of sight to the blind,
     to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’ 
And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.
Mary sang in her prayer of praise for the gift of a child:

He has shown strength with his arm;
   he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
   and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things,
   and sent the rich away empty.

OK, so penitence starts with personal discipline. But how can it be moved on into politics and society?  With difficulty is the answer and principally through small acts of moral reflectiveness. But also this is the time of year when more people go to church than at any other time and the Christian message should be one of peace, justice and repentance, even to those who come only for the seasonal music. 
Hope must lead to action. It’s not passive; just sit back and let God sort everything out. Otherwise, we are left with pointless dreaming. Advent is a time for realism about human selfishness, war, abuse of the environment, and man’s inhumanity to man. A time for repentance, change, reassessment of priorities and values. And although we think we can’t do much about the macro-political situation, we ought to know by now that every small act of love, forgiveness, kindness, peace-making, avoidance of wasting resources, contributes towards the whole. Small prophetic acts make a difference.

