
Prelude: Improvisation on “Veni Emmanuel” by Alan Buchan 

 

Words of welcome: 

O that you would rend the heavens and come down!  This is the cry of the prophet Isaiah, and 

we could echo it, as we think of the year that we have lived through.  Today we come into the 

season of Advent, when we think of Christ’s coming in the present and the future, and 

prepare to celebrate his coming in the past.   So pause the recording, if you can, and get a 

candle, if there is one in the house, and light it.  One candle lit for the first Sunday of Advent.  

Next week you will need two! 

Light the candle and pray for God to come into the hurting world we live in. 

 

We sing of our longing in the Advent hymn 

 

Hymn  O come, o come Emmanuel 

 

Prayer: 

Lord God, we long for you to come and to be seen to come.  We, who know that you are 

never far from us, but indeed are nearer to us than our own thoughts, long for the world to see 

you and know you and serve you, so that all might be as you planned.  We long for you to 

sort out the world, and as we pray for your coming may we remember that you come to us 

daily to sort things out by sorting us out. 

 We thank you for the new start you give us every time that we turn to you, and we 

pray that this advent we would honour you in the way that we live our lives in this your 

world.  Lord God, your coming means not only that the big things are sorted, but that we are 

never alone.  And as we enter an advent which is different from those of previous years, we 

thank you that through all the challenges and changes of life, you never leave nor forsake us. 

So hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying 

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed by Thy name. 

Thy kingdom, come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread,  

and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

First reading: Mark 13:24-37  

 

When we light the first candle for Advent – in church or at home – it can have a nice cosy 

feel, because it points us forward to the light and joy of Christmas.  But then we read these 

words of Jesus’ and we might wonder what that has to do with the coming festival.  And of 

course the answer is not much.  Because Advent is not just the prelude to Christmas, it is a 

time to think not about Jesus’ past coming, but to think ahead to his coming again.  What we 

read today was apocalyptic teaching, teaching about a future of trials and testing.  And in that 

future, or for that future we are told to keep watch. 

 So maybe I should be wishing you an apocalyptic advent!   

 The part of Jesus long speech that we did not read refers to wars, earthquakes, 

famines, persecutions, and people speaking lies in the name of God.  And while when you 

hear about these things all at once like that they read like a dystopian fantasy, the truth is that 

they are in fact our daily reality, and have long been.  The more we know about the world, the 

more we know that such things are happening somewhere or other all the time.  Not that we 

should get blasé about them.  Not that we should shrug and say “That’s just how things are.”  



Nor should we get over-excited and say that these are signs that the end of the world is nigh.  

Jesus’ point is that such things will happen and keep happening until the end, but that even he 

did not know when that would be.  But what living the apocalypse should teach us is to keep 

watch. 

 Living the apocalypse is how some have experienced this year.  For some this has 

been the worst of all years because of the restrictions placed on their lives; or because of the 

fear of illness that has invaded every thought and dictated every action; or because they have 

had to watch a loved one die of an illness which we had never heard of this time last year.  

For some it has been just unbearably lonely.   

 Living the apocalypse, we are told to keep watch, to keep watch for the coming of the 

Lord.  And Jesus did not just mean to watch for him coming again in the clouds and with 

glory and power, but also his coming to us in the everyday things of life.  The household 

which is keeping watch is not all constantly standing straining to look down the road for the 

returning master.  They keep themselves in readiness for him by doing their work, and doing 

it well, as though he were already in their midst. And so in this apocalyptic advent of ours, 

our calling is to be ready for Jesus by doing what he has told us. 

 We are to  tend those who grieve and are ill, we are to look out for the lonely, and 

seek to help them – and we are so lucky because we have phones and emails which we can 

use to do this, even when meeting up is problematic.  We are to look out for those who are 

finding things especially hard this difficult year.  To that end we are placing a cupboard to be 

a reverse advent calendar in front of St. Bride’s church.  We invite you, or anyone in the 

community, to place things in there – food or new gifts, to be given to those who have found 

the apocalypse of 2020 particularly hard: you are also invited to put a sealed note in there 

suggesting households who might appreciate a gift.  I will empty the cupboard every day, and 

I hope that there will always be something in there! 

 Keep watch, said Jesus.  That is the point of all the other things he was saying about 

the times we live through: that we should watch for him by living as good members of his 

household, you might say good citizens of his kingdom, or good children of God’s family.   

 

Hymn: When out of poverty is born a dream that will not die 

 

Reading:  1 Corinthians 1:3-9  

 

The call to live as children of God, citizens of God’s kingdom as we wait for the coming of 

Christ is a tall order.  There is no point in pretending it is easy.  Living as a child of God was 

what in the end turned the authorities of Palestine against Jesus.  But Paul reminds us that we 

do not do this on our own.  Jesus has come, as we remember at Christmas, and Jesus will 

come again, as especially the first weeks of Advent remind us; but in between these events he 

is still with us.   

 And so Paul prays for his readers to know God’s grace – God’s undeserved love – and 

God’s peace.  And he reminds them that God has gifted them with all they need to live 

blameless lives in his kingdom.  He reminds them – and us – that we are not alone as we live 

the apocalypse, and that God is faithful.  

 So often we forget that faithfulness of God.  The church has not always done well at 

reminding people that our salvation, and our living in God’s kingdom does not depend on 

ourselves, on us doing or believing the right thing, but on the faithfulness of God, and the 

faithfulness of Christ.  Jesus Christ lived a life faithful to God in every respect, and yes, that 

meant that he did attract opposition as well as adulation, and it meant that he did have to go 

through death for us.  But now his faithfulness is there undergirding his people, just as a 

safety net is there underneath trapeze artists.  It is there to reassure us so that we can take the 



gifts God gives us and use them with courage and grace and confidence.  Because we cannot 

fail, we cannot fatally fall, since God is faithful.   

 The faithfulness of God is what makes life in a period of advent more than possible – 

and all of the centuries of time between Jesus’ birth, life death, resurrection and ascension 

and his coming again can be said to be a period of extended advent, as well as a time of on-

going apocalypse.  Life in advent is more than possible, it is an adventure because God is 

faithful and so we cannot utterly fail.  We may lose our grip on the trapeze at times, take a 

wrong twist or turn and fall, but the faithfulness of God is there to catch us.  And so we need 

not fear.   

 We need not fear the circumstances of the world around us, even when they can seem 

quite alarming.  We need not fear to exercise our faith, to reach out in love to the hurting 

world, finding new ways to do this as the world around us changes.  We may not always get 

it just right, but if we do nothing we will never got it right at all.  Trapeze artists are not asked 

to sit safely on the platforms from which they access the swings: that was not why these 

platforms and swings were erected.  We are not asked to sit quietly tending ourselves, 

conserving our strength.  We are asked to take leaps of faith and in reaching out to the people 

around us, to fly.  Knowing that if we fall the worst that can happen is that it may look silly.  

When my children were small if they fell and cried but were not actually hurt, we used to say 

that they had hurt their pride.  And yes, that can happen to God’s children too.  But if we are 

God’s children there is no place for personal pride in our lives, and so such a wounding will 

not be fatal, because God is faithful, so we can laugh at ourselves and go on. 

 So in this apocalyptic advent, which is different from previous years’, let us keep 

watch by living the lives we were called to as followers of Jesus.  Let us look to show love, 

and to speak love and to tell of Jesus whenever we can, not worrying about little trips and 

stumbles by the way, because God gives us his grace and God is faithful.   

 

Hymn  Great is thy faithfulness 

 

Prayer: 

Lord God our Father, we thank you for your faithfulness to all of your creation and especially 

to us.  We thank you that our life in your family does not depend on ourselves, but on 

Christ’s life of faithfulness to you, and all that that entailed, and on your promise never to 

leave nor forsake us, but to hold us in the hollow of your hand.  We praise you that you not 

only hold us but equip us to live as your children.  Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

 

And so we pray that you will give us courage and confidence to live out your love in the 

world.  Give us imagination and creativity, give us insight and wisdom so that we know how 

best to take your love to those who most need to be held by it.  Make us bold to try new 

things in your name, and to speak your name to others.  Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

 

We pray for this apocalyptic world in which we live, with its wars and disasters and the 

Covid pandemic causing so much hardship.  We pray for all whose lives are affected 

adversely: though loss of employment, or loss of health, or loss of contacts, or loss of routine, 

or loss of people’s lives.  Reach out and touch those who grieve and lament.  Lord, in your 

mercy, hear our prayer. 

 

We pray for those who live around us who have found this to be a lonely year.  For those 

who see no one, and for those who see many people, but not those for whom they most long.  

You came in Jesus to call us from loneliness into your family, and so as your family help us 



always to be seeking and finding ways to bring others into the circle of your love.  Lord, in 

your mercy, hear our prayer. 

 

And we pray for the family, for our brothers and sisters nearby and around the world, as we 

make our preparations to celebrate Jesus’ first coming at Christmas.  In a year when traditions 

are stripped away, may we find a new reality in your coming, a new sense of your nearness, a 

real joy in your presence.  We lift to you especially our friends in Libis and Kostalec, asking 

that as their usual Christmas outreach is shelved they, like us, will still find ways to bring 

your love to neighbours.   Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

 

Hear all our prayers for we ask them in the name of Jesus.  Amen. 

 

Hymn: Wake, awake! For night is flying 

 

Benediction 

As you keep watch and wait,  

may the peace of God which passes all understanding  

keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

And the blessing of God almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with you all. 

Amen. 

 

Postlude: Rondeau by Purcell, played by John Crombie 

 


