
 
 

ADVENT SUNDAY 2020 

Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord, and do not remember iniquity for ever. Now 
consider, we are all your people.  Isaiah 64.9 

Today is Advent Sunday, the first day of the church’s year.  The name is taken from the 
Latin word adventus, which means ‘coming’.  Advent is a time when we prepare for the 
coming of Christ at Christmas, and when we also reflect on the second coming of Christ in 
judgement at the end of time – whatever that might mean. 

We are also invited today, as part of our articulation of a new diocesan vision, to consider 
how our lives might be transformed.  How might Advent help us with this? 

Now consider, we are all your people. 

I like Advent.  But I have to confess I preferred it when it was less prominent, less well-
known.  I seem to remember a time when Advent was a well-kept secret, something 
mysterious and challenging to those in the know, something to be savoured quietly rather 
than promoted or made public. 

Things have changed.  In a normal year, churches and cathedrals would this evening have 
been full of people for Advent carol services and processions.  We would have been awash 
with Advent music and Christingles.  The music of Advent has been rediscovered and 
become commercially profitable. 

Somehow, by promoting Advent and seeing it as something big and noisy, we have tamed it 
and institutionalised it.  It’s rather like having a favourite holiday village discovered by 
tourists, or a well-loved and somewhat obscure book serialised on television.  Sharing 
something like that with others can be risky; something might be spoiled. 

But the message of Advent is different – it is about being alert to the unexpected, the 
surprising.  The hope and anticipation of Advent always carries with it what you might call 
Advent fear – What if it doesn’t work out? What if Christmas never happens?  One the one 
hand, the gospels are full of hints and warnings for the insiders, urging them to discern the 
signs of the times and spot the intimations of the kingdom which is to come.  Whether it’s 
looking at fig trees or trying to make sense of world events, we are called to be alert, to pay 
attention to what is going on around us, to recognise God’s activity.  Yet in the end – quite 
literally in the End – that is not good enough if we only save ourselves and leave others to 
fend for themselves.  For, on the other hand, the new life which Christ shows to the world 
at Christmas is for everyone, and we are called to co-operate in that venture, too, through 
prayer and action in various ways. Although I’m not quite sure what the second coming can 
possibly mean, I’m pretty confident it isn’t about a few holy people saying ‘I told you so’ to 
the rest of humankind. 

 



 
 

So, how do we nurture Advent hope without sanitising it?  If we have a tendency to think of 
the future coming of Christ as a flamboyant, rather disturbing, judgemental event, perhaps 
we should look for a counterbalance.  There are clues in the writings of the Welsh poet 
Waldo Williams, whose poetry is a celebration and exploration of the presence of God in 
the people and places of his locality, the Presceli Hills in Pembrokeshire.  God is to be found 
not only in the glories of nature but also in human relationships. Gentleness and kindness – 
what the gospels call meekness - are important for Waldo Williams.  For it is a controlled 
and deeply-felt gentleness which can bring about personal recognition and understanding 
between people, which does not put them off by shouting at them.  There is a wonderful 
definition of love by Antoine de Saint-Exupery, author of The Little Prince: ‘Love does not 
consist in gazing at each other but in looking outward together in the same direction.’ 

Waldo Williams writes: 

‘Earth is a hard text to read. But what we can be certain of/ is that the screaming mob is 
insubstantial mist;/in the clear sky, the thundering assertions fade to nothing./ Then the 
Lamb’s song is sung, and what it celebrates/is the apocalypse of a glory pain lays bare.’ 

We are called again this Advent, amid the worries about what Christmas might be like this 
year, to be prepared to hear the Lamb’s song with increasing clarity, to be surprised by 
God, to be alert to the coming of Christ in our midst.  We are challenged to live as if we 
expect to see Christ here and now – in the situations we face, in the people we meet. It is 
as we live out this Advent hope that our lives and, more importantly, the lives of those 
around us will be transformed.  

 

                                                                                     Christopher Cunliffe 

                                                                                       29 November 2020 


