
Sermon on Third Sunday of Advent 2011

This year as winter approached I was determined not to let the dark mornings get me 
down. I hate that feeling of waking up in the dark, suddenly jolted by the alarm, fumbling 
for the light switch and then being blinded and stunned when the light goes on! So I got 
myself one of those bedside lights that you can set to come on and get gradually lighter as 
the time for the alarm call approaches. Now I wake up in the light instead of waking up in 
the dark! Usually anyway... Has it worked? Well only the family will know if I'm less grumpy 
mornings this winter than last! But at least I don't curse the dark anymore.

It struck me my new bedside light is a metaphor for how we are called to be as Christians 
– to wake up in the light rather than the dark – that's to say,  we are to be people who want 
to be awake spiritually, with the light of Christ - shining on us, shining in us, shining 
through us – to the glory of God.

We begin our Advent liturgy with that picture of waking up as the light appears, from the 
words of St Paul's Letter to the Romans

“It is time for us to wake out of sleep, for deliverance is nearer to us now than it was when 
first we believed. It is far on in the night; day is near.”

Of course the reality of an early morning in December is that whilst the electric light may 
be on in the house it's still dark outside – it's an artificial dawn of my own making. Actual 
daylight comes later.

Today's bible readings and the theme of this Sunday in Advent are messages of hope and 
encouragement to be awake to the light even in the middle of darkness – messages about 
looking for the light and living in the light of Christ even when there is darkness around. 
Why? Because God has sent the light already and because God's reign and kingdom of 
peace and joy will come – there is nothing that will prevent it coming in the end and, what's 
more, we have been given power to hasten its arrival.

The reading from the prophet Isaiah is a message of healing and liberation to a community 
living in the darkness of failed aspirations and loss of hope for the future – a nation 
reduced from former glories to a dependent people whose destiny is determined by the 
decisions of their overlords. 

The prophet knows he has been chosen and sent by God to bring a message of hope – 
based on God's faithfulness and promises, that right will prevail and peace will come – 
sadness and loss will be turned into gladness and prosperity, those who have lost 
everything will be truly comforted – what has been destroyed will be rebuilt – the 
oppressed and imprisoned will be free, broken hearts will be bandaged together again. 
Even in the middle of the time of darkness the prophet speaks out – he proclaims God's 
words of hope and healing – he is awake to the light of God, the light of righteousness and 
peace which shines always. 

Jesus himself picked up those very words of Isaiah in his first synagogue speech in 
Nazareth, according to St Luke's gospel, and identified his coming as the fulfilment of that 
Scripture.

And in the letter to the Thessalonians St Paul wrote a message of encouragement to 



Christians in the city of Thessalonica – a very different time and situation by then – writing 
in the light of Christ's resurrection  but also a time when many of the first Christians would 
have been hoping  and wondering when Christ would return to put right all the evils of the 
world and finally accomplish what he had started. So Paul urged them to be patient with 
one another and help each other, to do good and to be at peace,to rejoice and to give 
thanks in all circumstances. Earlier in the letter he had reminded them to keep awake to 
God, not to be in darkness but to be children of light and of the day – not to lose sight of 
God's promises that will be fulfilled at the right time but to be surrounded and protected by 
faith and love and hope and to build up each other.

The third Sunday of Advent is also about John the Baptist – who bore witness to the light – 
the true light coming into the world. 

John's Gospel treats the story of John the Baptist in a distinctive way compared to the 
other three gospels. John's Gospel puts the emphasis on John the Baptist as a voice only 
- not the expected prophet, not Elijah come again, certainly not the longed-for Christ  -  but 
a voice which cries out  from the place of desolation – the wilderness – as Isaiah did – and 
as Isaiah had said – a voice not of his own making but a voice speaking with the power of 
Holy Scripture – a voice which points to the light – the Christ who had come. The Baptist's 
work and message was pure and simple -  to bear witness to Jesus  - to give evidence by 
his testimony to the truth about who Jesus is - so that all should believe in Jesus – and we 
may note in passing that John's purpose was not the same as the actual result!  The 
Baptist's message was to show Jesus for the Light he is so we may believe in Jesus as 
God's chosen One, the Light of the world.

Do we need a message of hope today? We do. Do some of us deny we need that 
message?Sadly we do. Advent is both a penitential season – a season of challenge;  and 
a season of joyful hope-filled expectancy. It is a challenging time because all of us need to 
be reminded that God's light is not the same as the  false dawn of our own light– not the 
same as  the security of our own bubble of comfortableness – which sometimes we use to 
shield ourselves from darkness – but God's Light is the light of Christ  - the light of truth 
and love which is not always the light we live by -  but is the only true light which brings 
healing and gives us hope. 

The Advent message first tells us we  need to open our eyes to the truth of who we are 
and where we are as individuals and families and as a society. Some of us might be in a 
false bubble of light without realising that it is still dark outside. But others know only too 
well how much we need that message of hope and how much our society needs that 
message – that voice  -which bears witness to Christ -  and more – those actions which 
make the truth of Christ's light and love a lived and experienced reality.

We are not a country  living in the darkness of failed aspirations and the loss of hope for 
the future – a nation reduced from former glories to a dependent people whose destiny is 
determined by the decisions of their overlords   – like the ancient Israelities to whom Isaiah 
spoke – or are we? Is the political panic about conceding powers to the European Union a 
symptom of a subconscious recognition that as a country we have lost much more than 
some political leverage – we have lost sight of our purpose, our character,  and our destiny 
as a country , and we are losing hope of restoring them.

It's not to depress us that I want to remind us of the dark place we are in now as a society 
- but to help us not to be in denial – for if we are to have hope then we need to be awake  - 
awake to the truth about the areas of our life together which need the message of hope 



and the light of life which shines in Christ.

We need good news for the oppressed. Income inequality in UK is now greater than any 
time since 1981. The richest tenth of the population receive 31% of all income. This is 
more than the combined income received by all the bottom half of the population. Huge 
swathes of the population are completely priced out of the housing market, thousands of 
families are struggling in an unstable and unaffordable private rented sector, and 
homelessness is rising. Over 1 million 16-24 year olds are unemployed – a record high; 
adult unemployment is now the highest its been for 15 years.  

We need help for the broken-hearted. The number of antidepressants prescribed by 
the NHS has almost doubled in the last decade, and rose sharply last year as the 
recession bit. 

There needs to be liberty and release for those in prison literally and spiritually. The UK is 
in the bottom half of an international league table of developed countries for "well-being" in 
childhood. (Our major country neighbours Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Austria, Sweden 
are all in the top 10). 

After the shocking riots in August in-depth research has been carried out. Archbishop 
Rowan has commented on the findings - “Too many of these young people assume they  
are not going to have any ordinary, human, respectful relationships with most adults –  
especially those in authority, the police above all.   ….Too many of them feel they have 
nothing to lose because they are told practically from birth that they have no serious  
career opportunities.” 

The number of people in prison in England and Wales has more than doubled since 1991 
– now reckoned to be just short of 87000 which is the highest number ever recorded. 1 in 
10 prisoners are former members of the armed forces. We imprison many more of our 
population than our major European neighbours.

We need to provide for those who mourn the loss of hope for the future. Polling shows that 
only 23% of Britons now believe that their children will have a higher quality of life than 
they enjoy, while 35% think it will be lower. 

We are a country which needs a message of hope and there are many individuals and 
families which need a message of hope. As Christians and as the Church we need not be 
stuck in the gloom because we can be the hope we seek for if we choose to be awake to 
the true light and to live by the light of Christ. We can be awake to the light and life God 
has for all people because we have the hope of Christ within. 

A closing thought from Archbishop Desmond Tutu quoted in this week's edition of The Big 
Issue;

The Anglican Church is, like any other denomination, God's Church and ultimately nothing 
will prevail against its true teaching. We exist ultimately to advance God's kingdom of 
righteousness, love, compassion and caring, to be there on the side of the poor, the 
hungry, the despised”.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/nhs


 


