St Edward’s 8am and 9.30am

Once a year I am asked to teach a lesson all about baptism to the year 5 children at St Edward’s school. I try to give them some historical perspective on the matter by describing how, 2000 years ago,  the early church went about baptising believers. It was a mysterious business in those days. Candidates, prepared and ready for baptism, were brought into a dark church on Easter Day morning just before sunrise. They would be turned to face west to renounce the devil and all sin. West because west is where the sun sets and so in the ancient mind was the direction associated with darkness and evil. They would then be physically turned about to face east (where the sun rises and so the place of light) and they would pledge their allegiance to Christ, the light of the world. From darkness and light made for a particularly powerful image for ancient peoples. In a time where there were no street lights, when it went dark it was very dark. All this I explain. A hand goes up. “Did they have cars 2000 years ago?” asks one girl, “Because if there were no streetlights there might be accidents on the way to Morrison’s”. I had to break to her the sad news that 2000 years ago our forebears were entirely innocent of both motor cars and Morrison’s. How did they manage?
For young children a sense of historical perspective is hard to achieve and in children it is understandable and endearing. They are creatures of the moment unburdened by the weight of the past and the future. But this same lack of awareness of the past and future in adults can have devastating effects.

Hilary Mantel is a novelist who has just won the Booker Prize for her historical novel Wolf Hall. Researching an earlier novel on subject of clairvoyants and mediums, Mantel attended a séance in the back room of a pub/restaurant in Slough. The medium picks on a rather truculent looking young woman claiming to have a message from her grannie. “Is it Anne? Do they call her Annie. I’m getting two syllables, begins with an A. Could be Amy.” Forced to speak, it becomes clear that this young woman doesn’t “know the name of her grandmother. Or her grandfather. She seems surprised that he would think she should. What are they, to her? …. It becomes clear that, no, she was not adopted; she was not kidnapped, displaced, not an immigrant, a refugee; she was a little lass from Slough whose memory doesn’t stretch much beyond last year. Why should it? What interest did old dead people have for her?” Hilary Mantel is shocked by this “lack of roots that doesn’t even define itself as a lack”. 
So much for the past but if you have no sense of the past, I find it hard to believe that you have any real sense that you may also have a future. “Call no man happy until he is dead,” said the ancient Greeks, which sounds slightly gloomy but means it is not until the end of life that can we finally say that a man was happy or good or successful because we cannot see that life in its totality. Until the day we die was can only say that up to this point I have been happy or good or successful. In other words, in this life we are all heading for a not-yet-reached destination, a future.  We are people who have a story about what has been, what is and what is to come. I’m all for living in the present moment but the present moment is not, as some people believe, all we have. We have a beginning and an end. We have come from somewhere and we are heading somewhere too.

Which is why Advent is so important. In our second reading, Paul teaches us how to live and pray now as those who have come from somewhere and are going somewhere. And for the Christian our beginning is not only our birth and our ending is not only our death. We are part of this bigger picture:
In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

From the first day, until now, to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. Beginnings (first day), present moments (now) and endings (the day of Christ). During Advent we remember that we live in the present as those who have roots in what God has done in Christ and trust in a future which will one day be brought to a completion by God in Christ.
And this is quite unusual thing to practice in a world which has only the haziest grasp on the ideas of past and future. A society that can neither look backwards nor forwards is one that will find the present practically meaningless. If we haven’t come from anywhere and if we aren’t going anywhere, what meaning and purpose is there in anything I might do today? So every decision is a short term decision and the only pleasure to be had is the one I can experience now. Life becomes aimless. It is, I know, a sign that I am getting old but I sense that if you were to visit in any of our town centres late on a Friday or Saturday night you might discover this aimlessness. I may well be mistaken and actually deep down people are really enjoying themselves, if so, all well and good, I suppose, but is there not just a whiff of desperation about it all? Distractedly trying to make something of a life that has no roots and no meaningful future? And why should bankers not abandon years of prudence and gamble on the Stock Exchange if all that matters is the money that can be made here and now regardless of any costs in the future? Why not cast out into the air the carbon dioxide that threatens the future of the planet for our children? 
So this Advent, Paul tells us to live as those who know that from the first day until now we have been given new life by our partnership in the gospel and to live now as those who one day expect the completion that comes on the day of Christ. And what are the qualities of such living? 

Well, qualities like forbearance and patience. God has begun a good work in us and will not give up until it is finished and neither should we. To be patient and to persevere only makes sense if you believe there is a future good worth striving for. We live in a world where people give up too easily because there is very little sense that there is anything for which it is worth striving but Paul draws our attention to the great patience of God with us and calls us, in turn, to be persistent and committed in our partnership in the gospel.
And qualities like insight and discernment. You cannot have either of these two things unless you see the whole picture. What discernment is possible if you cannot draw on the wisdom of the past or allow yourself to see the world from God’s perspective as one full of choices that will one day make a real difference?
And qualities like abounding love, a longing for that which is the best and a deep commitment to praying for the world and one another. These are the “fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ” and fruit, as we know, needs time to grow and mature; fruit is not short term, there is a  commitment here to past, present and future.
So Advent makes sense of our lives. It shows us that the present moment is not all we have. We have a past and we have  a future. This Advent we live as those who know that we have roots in all that God has done for us in Jesus and who can look forward to the day when all things find their completion in him and until them we strive, with God’s help, to live patiently, with perseverance, love, joy and hope.

