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A few years ago I once famously (infamously) stood up at St Mike’s Advent Carol Service and said, “Welcome to our Lent Carol Service”
· I did not realise what I had said

· and neither did most of the people there

· but it is not a millions miles off the topic

Advent, like Lent, has always been regarded in the Christian tradition as a ‘penitential’ season

· that is having something to do with repentance, change of heart, putting things right

· how else can I be ready for the coming of Jesus if it is not through a period of self-examination

Sadly, Advent has turned into Christmas come early

· in the next seven days I will sing my first Christmas carol

· and from thereon it is un relenting

We have turned the season of Advent into the season of Christmas

· Christmas day has become the last event of the season (and we’re all glad it is all over)

· whereas it should be the first day
The OT reading comes out of a real sense of desperation about their situation
· “why don’t you act as you used to?”

· “years ago you used do things – but you no longer do”

· and there is an admission, “Life can only happen, Lord, if you act”

Part of the problem is us and the way we live – and so the need for a PENITENTIAL season

· lament for how we have treated God’s world, each other and even God’s self

But this season is also about HOPE - that God will do something, will act

Unfortunately, hope has sometimes been reduced to optimism 
     “I’m sure things will get better in time”, or worse

A belief that we can do something ourselves by arranging things differently
     “If only we manage this properly then we’ll be able to sort it out” (management culture)

Biblical Hope is quite different – it has nothing to do with us
     ‘It is the belief that God has still got something to do’

· hence the OT text “Why don’t you do something?’

· this is an admission of our need of God
“Lord, we are your responsibility, your burden, your problem, your treasured possession”

· it has nothing to do with our own sense of control, understanding or manipulating

How does this new life come about?

It comes about by God doing something

And it is given as a gift to those who have the gift of Hopeful Imagination (prophets)

· those who can see and envision a different future when no other future seems possible

· those who have the creative imagination to see what God might want and how he might act

The most obvious example of this is Martin Luther King’s speech ‘I have a dream’

· he stood up after 100 years black enslavement in America with Hopeful Imagination, when for many there had seemed no end to the injustice

· and his appeal was not to do it the way that humans normally fix things (the way of Empire and dominations systems)

· his appeal was not to exercise bitterness or hatred, and not through violence

· and in his minds eye he could see a different future

· a future: where sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at table and eat
· where he says: my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the colour of their skin but by the content of their character

· where: little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers

· and using Biblical imagery: I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together

This is Biblical Hope
   where things will not be arranged by humans through normal methods 
   where God acts and is trusted to act
   where a different future is seen which frankly seems unrealistic

This is about the coming of God

As we wait for the coming of God at the end of all time we must not forget that God comes every day and in every moment

· the best way to prepare for the coming of God at the end of time is to recognise that God is always coming

· can I sense in this moment the life and presence of God?

· because if I am not wanting to see God’s coming now, why should I want to experience it sometime in the future?

How do I live this now?

· giving time and attention to sensing God’s life everywhere

· in the beauty of nature and art

· in the playful relationship between a child and its parent

· in an act of great kindness from one person to another

· or in amazing courageousness in the face of great fear
While like the prophets of the OT we want God to act now – God is already acting

· we need to take the time out to see it

How do we ready ourselves for the coming of Jesus?      

· the prophet Micah would puts it like this:

· ‘act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with God’ – here, today, now

If we are not ready for God in this moment, why should we ever be ready?

Help me Lord
in the detail and great themes of each day
to see your acts of boldness, tenderness and love.

Help me see
a different future
that is tainted by your possibilities
and not my fears.
May I then be ready
to enable your way of doing things
to emerge
here
in this place
on this world
with me.  Amen.
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