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Advent Sunday 2016 

Romans 13:  11 - end; Matthew 24:  36 – 44 

 

OK:  today’s bit of congregational participation to grab 

everyone’s attention.  Answer this question.  Can you 

identify this opening line? “It was the best of times, it 

was the worst of times . . .” – Charles Dickens’ Tale of 

Two Cities. 

 

That quote sums up the aspect of being a Christian 

that Advent directs us to concentrate our hearts and 

our minds on in these four weeks before Christmas.  I 

know:  it’s the best of times because we live exclusively 

on a diet of mince pie and sherry; and it’s the worst of 

times because we’ve got to run round like headless 

chickens organising it all.  But I mean on a spiritual 

level:  it’s the best of times and it’s the worst of times. 

 

It’s the best of times because we’re celebrating Jesus 

coming into our lives.  And there are plenty of people 

here who can say what a difference that makes.  

There’s a lump in my throat every year when we get to 

Christmas and we can sing the final verse of O Come 

all ye Faithful:  Ye Lord we greet thee, born this happy 

morning.  Here is here, now, at this moment, in our 

midst.  It’s the best of times. 

 

Except, in another very real sense, he’s not here:  we 

live in a world of hunger and pain and brokenness and 

violence.  There is very little evidence of the reign of 

Jesus in the here and now.  His reign of justice and 

peace is something we long for in a time that’s yet to 

come.  In other words, not now.  So it seems Advent is 

about Jesus being here, both now and not now; 

something we can know about and something we can’t 

know about. 

 

Looks like a contradiction.  And our Bible readings 

seem simply to confirm that contradiction.  Romans 13 

says “You know what time it is . . . it is now.”  But 

Matthew 24 says “About that day and hour no one 

knows . . . you do not know on what day the Lord is 
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coming.”  So, do we know or don’t we know?  Is it now 

or is it not now?  Do we live in the best of times or the 

worst of times? 

 

Well the answer is that in some ways we live in the 

best of times and in some ways we live in the worst of 

times.  And the fact that in some way we live in the 

best of times helps us to live through the worst of 

times.   

 

We are living through the worst of times in the sense 

that – and I know that some people will tell me they 

lives through the Second World War with an outside 

toilet and no running hot water, so I can’t know 

anything about the worst of times – but we are living 

in the worst of times in the sense that the very 

framework of the society in which we live is showing 

signs of fragility:  150 years of two-party Parliamentary 

democracy, 100 years of increasing recognition of 

women’s rights, 50 years of addressing race 

discrimination, 30 years of gay pride could all be on 

the brink of unravelling.  There’s very little clarity 

about what the future holds.  Leaving the EU could be 

our salvation, it could be our ruin.  It could be one or 

the other.  But the point is we just don’t know.  We 

don’t know where it’s all leading, politically, socially or 

economically.  

 

What we do know is that Jesus was born; and that 

being born he joined his divinity with our humanity.  

The light of Christ came into the world and, so long as 

ever people open their hearts, wake from their sleep as 

the reading from Romans put it, to receive that light, it 

cannot be put out.  “The night is far gone, the day is at 

hand.”  The light really is coming.  We can know it to 

illuminate the way we live. 

 

Both Bible readings today set out for us how we 

respond to the coming of this light.  In Romans it said 

we should lay aside the works of darkness and live 

honourably as in the day.  In Matthew’s Gospel it said 
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we should be like Noah, who built the ark even though 

it seemed there was no prospect of rain. 

 

Someone has said1 that the equivalent for us of Noah 

building the ark is us building up the church.  We go 

on building up a community based on the values of 

Jesus, focused on Jesus, thinking of Jesus; and 

through doing so we are equipped to endure the 

apocalyptic environment in which we are living. This is 

much more than being fobbed off to be prepared to 

accept the cruelty and injustice and intolerance around 

us.  It’s much more than saying we are indifferent to 

what is going on because we are floating around being 

pious, thinking of Jesus so the world can go to hell. 

 

This is about intentionally living in a different way.  

It’s about greeting Jesus, born among us, receiving the 

light of Christ into our lives, and in the power of the 

light transforming the material circumstances in 

which we live.  We are called to build a church, to form 

                                                           
1
 Stanley Hauerwas [2015] Matthew (Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible) 

a community, where everybody matters; where 

everybody is valued; where reconciliation is practiced; 

where diversity is cherished and difference is 

celebrated.  We live together in the love of Christ.  And 

we’re able to do so because, as we greet him born 

among us, we are met by his love; we are transformed 

by his love; we are equipped with his love; and we are 

given a strength and an identity with which to resist 

being defined and constrained by the forces of hatred 

and division, by the forces of darkness, with the light 

that overcomes that darkness. 

 

This doesn’t happen easily or automatically.  It 

happens by us putting on the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Advent is the opportunity to spend four weeks in 

contemplation, self-examination and spiritual 

discipline asking for God’s grace to be able to greet 

Jesus and in his light to have the best of times in the 

worst of times. 

 

Amen. 


