
November 29, 2020 1st Sunday of Advent - sermon notes

Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7,16-18; 1 Cor. 1:3-9; Mark 13:24-37

“Stay awake”

The Church looks very different today in comparison from last week.  Some decorators have been

in and begun the process of getting ready for our Christmas celebrations as well as putting things in place

as we focus on the season of Advent.  As you have no doubt heard often, this year won’t be the same as

other years. We gather in small groups in order to keep the spread of the virus at bay and we have created

new ways of staying in touch with others. Our world has been turned upside down and we still don’t

know exactly what to make of the changes.  We mourn the loss of the ‘good old days’ and are unsure of

what will happen next.  There is a glimmer of hope on the horizon but it is still very far away and so we

cry out, “O that you would rend the heavens and come down, O Lord God”.  These are the first scriptural

words that will be spoken as we gather for worship on the first Sunday of Advent and I believe, after the

year we’ve had, they are very appropriate words.  Isaiah wrote them in the context of a nation waiting to

be delivered from its exile and who wished for a return to the days of being God’s chosen people.  Isaiah

wrote about the desire for people to see once again a great and glorious sign from the heavens that God

was doing something about the problem.  We too look for signs, major signs, that something will bring

the glory days back to us.  What Isaiah and his people experienced instead was centuries of what seemed

like silence from heaven but was actually a necessary time of waiting.  God had not abandoned them, as

some supposed, but was faithful to the Covenant he made with Abraham and was working it out behind

the scenes as it were.  While we experience our own kind of exile perhaps thinking about how God

remained faithful to His Covenant will help us cope with this struggle and urge us to ‘stay awake’.

In the Collect (short prayer) written for the 1st Sunday of Advent we hear the words, “(let us) cast

away the works of darkness and put on the armour of light now in the time of this mortal life in which

your Son Jesus Christ came to us in great humility....”  That there are, and will be, works of darkness is

not something that needs to be debated because we see them all around.  The cruelty and greed

demonstrated in some quarters and the selfishness and lack of compassion demonstrated in other

quarters is enough to let me know that the works of darkness are still around us.  The somewhat daunting

reality is that we all have within us the ability to be cruel, greedy, selfish, and devoid of compassion.

That is certainly not how we wish to be so it is appropriate to pray for help to ‘cast away the works of

darkness and put on the armour of light’. We are asked to re-clothe ourselves with God’s clothing each

day in order to grow in our understanding of the best way to live. While we walk through this time we

are asked to continue to be the people of God sharing love and light with those around us.  Even when

the world has turned upside down we can place our trust in the God who has adopted us into his family

and who has given to us His Holy Spirit to comfort and guide our steps.  As the other passages of



scripture appointed for the 1st Sunday of Advent urge it is important to ‘stay awake’ during this time of

waiting.

This is a time of suffering on many levels and we have all been touched in some way with the

suffering that is going on around the world.  There is a sense that this condition is out of the ordinary and

so we search for meaning and help to cope with or overcome the circumstances which have produced the

suffering. At times like this I’m reminded of some of the verses in scripture which speak about suffering.

In his letter to the Romans, for instance, St. Paul says this about suffering and hope. “We boast in our

hope of sharing the glory of God. And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that

suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope

does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that

has been given to us.” (Rom 5:2-5) Hope is a product that comes from our expectation of something

good and our trust that God is faithful to his promises.   The promised land was just a story for the

escaping Israelites but as they experienced God’s faithfulness throughout the journey they grew in their

hope for something good to come from all their suffering.  We have been promised a share in the glory

of God and participation in the life of the age to come - this indeed is something very good.  Our

remembering God’s faithfulness in the past will help increase our hope in this promised future and in the

meantime we will increase our endurance and have our character enhanced. Hope is at the centre of the

proclamation of the Church in witness to Jesus Christ and it is part of the message of the season of

Advent.

A few years ago the four Sundays of Advent were given names: Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love and

this Sunday we are asked to focus on “Hope”.  I struggle with how to feel hopeful in the midst of all that

is going on. I have found moments of hope - like a candle in a darkened room - that have lifted my spirit.

I find hope in the message of God that we are precious to Him and that we have a destiny which will

continue to bring a sense of purpose.  I find hope in the fact that the Jesus I have come to know and love

is the true ruler of the universe so, while things are in chaos right now, the future is in wonderful hands. 

I find hope in the evidence that God’s kingdom is near and is influencing this world in which we live.

The local Syrian family who have received support turn around and continue to support others. A group

of people organize a collection of clothing for those who have very little.  Food banks continue to

support the hungry.  Hospital staff continue to work in an effort to reduce suffering and facilitate

healings. Generous people share their treasures with organizations which do good things and on and on

and on.  One day, we are told, these kinds of actions will be the norm throughout the world. For now

they are like a candle burning a darkened room, but what a candle.  It is the candle of hope which comes



in the midst of suffering and we, God’s people, are bearers of that candle in all that we do.  There may

indeed be some great sign of God’s work but there are already some pretty powerful messages that God

has not abandoned us to our fate. You and I and all the other followers of Jesus Christ have been given

the task to share that light.

The season of Advent does indeed look toward the celebration of Christmas and its promise of

good things to come.  This season also looks beyond that day of presents and parties to the final day of

God’s vindication.  As we journey in this ‘in between time’ may we continue to ‘cast away the works of

darkness and put on the armour of light’.  May we ‘stay awake’ and continue to serve the Lord through

the strength given to us by God’s Holy Spirit and lift the name of Jesus higher.


