Advent Sunday sermon 27th November 2011

The Advent Conspiracy – Spend Less  - Mark 13:24-37
Only  27 & half days left to Christmas – and I can say that,  because I’m in church – but in the  Nixon household I actively discourage  all mention of the  ‘C’ word until 1st December, I mean, surely that’s quiet soon enough to begin to prepare for Christmas, Isn’t it!     

There are 27 & half days left  to shop, bake the cake , decorate the house,   party, wrap the presents, shop for the presents you forgot the first time you went shopping,  cook,  and then attend church, if you have time. 
These preparations, for Christmas, rarely focus on the coming of Jesus as the Christ Child. The endless shopping trips to buy inconsequential gifts for people who already have everything they really need anyway for Christmas, leave many people tired and stressed when the big day arrives.

Today is the first day of a new year in our church calendar the beginning of the Advent season when we prepare to celebrate the coming of Jesus into the world. On this first Sunday in Advent we specifically focus on the second coming of Jesus and how we can stay awake and alert and be prepared for that coming.  

Most people don’t need to be told to “Keep awake” during Advent.  With so many preparations to make to get ready for Christmas nobody could accuse us of falling asleep at the wheel. 
Shopping trips and endless lists of things to do keep us physically awake, but often we fall asleep spiritually and lose our focus on God. Mark reminds us to be awake and alert to God in our everyday lives and not to become immersed in the material standards and fashions of the world, but to live our lives according to Jesus ways, opening our eyes, our ears and our hearts to encounter Jesus and find peace and rest in his presence as we prepare for his coming again.    

In this season of advent as we get ready  to shop, shop, shop let's stop and think what it would be like to join in the Advent Conspiracy;   to say "no" to countless trips to busy shopping centres and instead to encounter Christ in our lives. 

This morning is the second in our Advent Conspiracy Series and we are going to explore what it could mean for us to spend less this Christmas.  AC Encourages us to think about giving  at least one less present this year but spending less is  much more than just  crossing people off our Christmas list and  saving ourselves money, time and effort. By spending less we are saying to ourselves that focussing on Jesus means more.

Motorway services and airports are not places we usually associate with spending less!  So I was quiet surprised, earlier this year, to buy a bottle of water, very cheaply, at a small retail outlet at the airport.  On the label was a picture of a group of happy smiling children having great fun, on what at first glance, appeared to be a playground roundabout.  The writing on the bottle informed me that the children were actually playing on the workings of a well, and as they exercised, they were actually drawing up clean, fresh drinking water and there was an address to send donations to support these projects.

It's good to put a human face on the world's need because sometimes writing a cheque or tapping numbers into a machine can seem such an empty unsatisfying thing to do, and we ask ourselves whether what we are giving makes a difference to others or ourselves. 

At the heart of our giving -  whether it is a donation to one of the many worthy causes or a gift to friends or family – is surely our hope to make  a difference, whether it is a practical gift, or a way to show how much we care, make someone smile, to make someone happy. Wouldn’t you want to contribute to this?

But the truth is if our giving doesn’t make a difference to us then maybe we are not giving enough – or we need to ask ourselves perhaps what could I go without?  What do I need to spend less on?  - One visit less to the hairdressers, or fewer meals out. Maybe we need to spend less in order to give more. God doesn’t expect us to give more than we can but we are challenged to think how much  could we could give so that it makes a difference not only to my bank balance but also to the way  we  use our money for the sake of God's kingdom – Spending less  on ourselves can enable  us to  give more,

The words of Mark’s Gospel today are the words of Jesus, and his words remind us that he is coming again, and his word calls us, as it did his disciples, to watch and prepare. In our hurried rush to prepare for Christmas, we need to be reminded that we need to be as ready for the Second Advent as the first.

Advent conspiracy is an invitation to say "no" to overspending and mindless gifts but to say "yes" to a new way of celebrating Christmas by resisting consumerism, freeing our time and money to spend worthwhile time with family, friends and neighbours. It is not wrong to give gifts at Christmas but these gifts don't need to cost the earth.

So then how should we give? What makes a good gift?

Is it the amount of money that is spent on the gift?

Does a good gift come from certain shops with certain names on them?

Is a good gift one that is completely practical?

Or is a good gift one where there was thought put into who was receiving the gift and what it is that they may like or that will communicate thought and love.

We’ve all received gifts that were really not very thoughtful or meaningful, but the truth is we’ve all given gifts like that too. Because we often give because we feel obliged to.

Think of the most memorable gift you’ve ever received.  What was it that touched you that made it special? Why do you remember it this morning?
It’s more personal to give a gift, for example, that you have made yourself, and you can have fun being creative with those around you, and this is a practical way of spending less too.  You don’t have to be artistic to make simple gifts. 

We’re having a craft afternoon during our Faith@5 Service this afternoon at St Edward’s   when there will be an opportunity for all ages and abilities to make a personal gift. 

And if getting all crafty is really not your thing how about sharing the gift of ourselves to babysit for a neighbour, dog-walk, paint a room for someone or simply spend a little extra time having a cup of coffee and a chat with someone who is lonely or needs some help with their everyday life who’d gain more from the gift ourselves rather than some off the shelf present.

 The Gospel message is about the coming of God’s kingdom in all its fullness and we are expected to show our readiness by the way we live.  Being faithful to our responsibilities and in our witness to Christ -actively serving our neighbour, and forgiving one another.  But we can also show our readiness by being alert and watchful in our prayer life and by waiting expectantly to hear and receive from God as we spend time in his presence enjoying his company.

 By entering the Advent Conspiracy we leave the Christmas consumerism behind and enter into the real meaning of Christmas, free to give without comparison and to receive with gratitude and worship with abandon. Spending less frees us to give more.  Our material presents are replaced with the gift of our presence –as we make ourselves present to God and one another.  We are free to give our time, our talents, our love and ourselves to God and one another.

The message from today's gospel passage is to not wait passively but to use this time to get ready, to live rightly, to be active in bringing about God's vision of what the world could be like, rather than waiting for God to do it alone. 
So this Advent let us go back to preparing  for Christmas as it was originally intended, giving fewer presents but more of our presence. Celebrating the birth of Christ with less stress and more joy, awake and alert to God’s presence. Spending quality time with people we care about.  That we may, even now, experience some of the joy living in the realm will be like when Jesus comes again.
