Sermon for Advent Sunday by Mrs Linda West LLM – 29 November 2020

Theme: Waiting for the God who is already here with us
Reading: 
Luke 1: 1-20, page 1025 Pew Bible 

Good morning!   Welcome to my garden!
This area is where our cats our buried.  There’s not much colour at the moment because it’s winter, but I’ve made sure there will be plenty in the spring.  I’ve planted lots of these (hold up bulb).
I’ve put in pink and white ones called  ‘Ice cream’ for Tootsie; mauve and yellow ones for Treacle; and ruby red ones for Ruby.  
Of course, you can’t see the bulbs at present, because I’ve planted them nice and deep so the squirrels can’t dig them up.  But I know they are there and I know that they will turn into something like this in the spring.  (Hold up fake tulip).  Well, actually they will be much brighter and better because this is a pretend tulip.
I wonder if the children would like to draw something they are looking forward to seeing again?  Possibly at this time of year a Christmas tree.
But what do I need to do while I wait for the tulips to come up and flower?  
Well, if it’s dry, I will need to water them (hold up watering can).  
I will need to keep an eye out for weeds, because I don’t want them to choke my plants.  
And I will regularly look to see if there is any sign of them coming up, like the one over here which was planted earlier that I noticed is just starting to come up (Point out shoot in wall).
This morning we read about Zechariah who was a priest.  He had to go up to the Temple in Jerusalem for a week at a time, twice a year to serve as priest before God.  One day it was his turn to have the honour of going into a special place, called the inner sanctuary, to burn incense before God.  We don’t use incense in Seer Green, but it’s very sweet smelling bits of bark and sap from certain trees which some people like to burn when they offer their prayers to God.
While he was there an angel, called Gabriel, came and stood with Zechariah (hold up angel) and told him that his wife would have a child, who would be called John.  Zechariah said he didn’t believe the angel because both he and his wife Elizabeth were old people like me and people don’t have babies at our age.  
But the angel said it was true and that as a sign it was, Zechariah wouldn’t be able to speak until the baby was born.  
Now, I don’t want anyone to think that every time we don’t believe God we will be struck dumb or none of us would be talking at all.  This was a special one-off occasion – usually God finds different ways of making us believe what he is saying.  
So I wonder what Zechariah did whilst he was waiting for his promised son?  
He would have to find ways of telling his wife, his fellow priests and the people who were waiting for him outside in the Temple court what had happened. 
Perhaps the children would like to see if they can make people understand what they want to say without using words?
After his week on duty at the Temple, Zechariah would return home and get on with his ordinary daily duties as local priest; and, as it would be 9 months before the baby turned up, he would also spend another week in Jerusalem serving in the Temple, as it was his turn every 6 months.  
If he was good at DIY he might make a nice crib for the baby and Elizabeth would prepare clothes for the child.  

Both Zechariah and Elizabeth would be excited and looking forward to the day that they would hold their baby in their arms and become a family.  
Today is Advent Sunday.  It’s the day in the church’s year when we start to look forward to celebrating the birth of Jesus again.  Of course, the Christmas celebrations will be rather different this year as we won’t be able to have loads of people in church for carol services and midnight mass, and we won’t be able to have some of the huge parties we all enjoy at this time of year. 
But we will still have services of celebration, mainly on-line, starting with Christingle next Sunday.   
But Advent is also the season when we look forward to Jesus coming back to earth to take all his followers to be with him for ever.  It will be a great and glorious day, full of excitement and wonder.  
So what are we to do in preparation both for celebrating Jesus’ birth again, and to prepare for the day when Jesus comes back to take us to be with him for ever?  
We need to prepare for that day just as we would prepare for our bulbs flowering or for the birth of a baby.  
Unlike the bulbs and the baby, we have no idea when Jesus will come back.  But we still need to be prepared.  So how can we make sure we are ready, whenever he comes?
Just like we know that the bulbs are growing and changing from something like this (hold up bulb) into something like this (hold up flower); and we know that Zechariah and Elizabeth would have got on with everyday life and made adjustments in their house to welcome the new baby; so we need to get on with our everyday lives and grow as Christians in preparation for Jesus’ return.  
So how are we to do this?  
In the excitement of celebrating Christmas, we tend to forget that Advent is one of the church’s penitential seasons – one when we take a good hard look at our lives and see what needs changing, and where we need to say sorry to God and others for things that are wrong.  
Perhaps there are people who we have hurt or ignored.  We need to get in touch with them and say sorry.  
Perhaps we don’t really know much about the events that led up to Jesus’ birth and how it fitted into Jewish history – how about reading the early chapters of Matthew’s and Luke’s gospels to find out more, and perhaps even look up some of the prophecy in the Old Testament in books like Isaiah and Zechariah.  Cassa or I could give you the references.  
Some of us are already reading the Advent Book by Paula Gooder ‘The meaning of waiting: the spirit of Advent’ (hold up book).  If you haven’t got it yet, why not do so, or read Cassa’s chapter summaries, or come to the Advent group?  Or perhaps you have some other way of marking Advent, such as lighting a candle each day (hold up candle) or opening an Advent calendar?
Just as I look out for signs of my bulbs coming up, so we need to look out for signs that Jesus is at work in our community and with the people we make contact with.  Perhaps we will find that some of the people we know are thinking more about Jesus this year and less about the usual razzamatazz of shopping and parties.  
Wouldn’t it be great if they get the best gift of all of getting to know Jesus?  If they are interested we need to be ready to encourage them and the best way for us to prepare to do this is to keep in touch with Jesus ourselves with prayer and Bible reading, so that in our ordinary conversations or contacts we can put in the right words of encouragement or acts of kindness.  
As Tom Wright says in his commentary on this passage: ‘God regularly works through ordinary people doing what they normally do, who with a mixture of half-faith and devotion are holding themselves ready for whatever God has in mind (Wright, 2004, page 8).  
This has been a very hard year and we know that December and Christmas won’t be like the ones we’re used to.  But let’s remember that the Jesus whose birth we are looking forward to celebrating and to the day when he comes back for us is already here with us.  Like the bulb in the ground and the baby in the womb, we may not be able to see him, but we can be sure he is there with us every minute of every day to comfort and guide us through Advent, Christmas and whatever the new year will hold for us.  
 (10 mins) 
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