
Advent
He became poor that we might discover our worth, 
he became flesh of our flesh to dignify our humanity; 
at the stable door our lives are changed 
and we bow in humility as we find God - 
utterly vulnerable yet turning the world upside down

I’m writing this as we come close to the first Sunday in Advent, November 29th.
Nobody knows exactly how Advent started but around the 5th century it was
decreed a time of fasting. It was pushed earlier, to St Martin’s Day on November
11th because St Martin Bishop of Tours was committed to the poor.

This rather long Advent was known as St Martin’s Lent, a second period of penance
and fasting which lead up to Christmas - not such a dominant aspect of Advent
today! Indeed suggest that to the major stores as a good run up to Christmas and
one can imagine pretty solid resistance!

I love Advent with its sense of the new church year beginning, and beginning by
pointing to the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. 
Advent leads us to the hope, to the light, to the great news of the birth of the
Prince of Peace, to the encounter, “God with us.”
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St Michael's Church, the Jungle,
Calais

The great Oscar Romero, Bishop of San Salvador, who was martyred for his
commitment to the poor, described Advent as this:

"Advent should admonish us to discover 
In each brother or sister that we greet, 
In each friend whose hand we shake, 
In each beggar who asks for bread, 
In each worker who wants to use the right to join a union, 
In each peasant who looks for work in the coffee groves, 
The face of Christ.

Then it would not be possible to rob them, 
To cheat them, 
To deny them their rights.

They are Christ, 
And whatever is done to them 
Christ will take as done to him.

That is what Advent is: 
Christ living among us.”

I think I would like to add to that first paragraph: 
“... to discover, 
In each refugee or asylum seeker 
Who is cold, and forgotten 
Who is struggling to find hope - 
The face of Christ."

St Michael's Church, the Jungle, Calais

My wife Gill recently went down to Calais to The
Jungle camp for refugees near the Channel Tunnel.
The people there are struggling in many ways with
increasing difficulties, but Gill was particularly
impressed with the church that is in the camp. It is in
the style of an Eritrean Orthodox Church, and she
talked with Solomon who looks after it - he says
around 600 people come to the service on Sundays.
When Gill asked him how he survives he simply said
“God is with us, God is in the camp.”

So as we walk forward through Advent let’s do it with
the generosity of God, seeing the face of Christ in those we meet and especially in
the refugees for whom there will be very little room at the inn this Christmas.



With the poor, oppressed and lowly...

I have a lovely version of Sufjan Stevens singing ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ and he
changes one word in the second verse - with the poor, oppressed and lowly lived
on earth our Saviour holy.

Instead of the word ‘mean’ as we often sing it, he uses the word ‘oppressed’ which
brings the sentence alive. I’ve since discovered this is the wording of the hymn in
the Presbyterian hymnbook of America.

So Solomon’s comment in the camp is exactly backed up by these words, 
“With the poor, oppressed and lowly, 
Lived on earth our Saviour holy...”

…and still lives beside those who are poor and oppressed.

And so - for those of us who would consider ourselves as members of Christ’s
community of love, may we feel the challenge in Advent and Christmas of those
who get forgotten.

Prayer



O God - Christmas Eve is such a wonderful time 
Lights and laughter 
Excitement and expectation 
Candles and carols 
Family and friends 
Food and fun 
And we try to stop to pray - 
Or read a Christmas poem of John Betjeman 
And I'm always moved as we come to those words 
'And is it true? And is it true... 
The maker of the stars and sea 
Become a child on earth for me?' 
And he asserts that if this is so 'nothing can compare with this truth' 
And I find it hard to carry on because there is nothing more to say 
Because it reveals that you are the God 
With such a precious love for humanity - 
So we must cherish human rights 
You are the God of humility - made visible in the ordinary person 
In the everyday ordinariness of life 
You are the God of the forgotten and insignificant - and therefore 
There is hope for all 
And we too are shown how to live

And you are the God of Bethlehem today - 
You would choose it again precisely because the world thinks it is 
Insignificant and its people are of no value 
So the angels would sing again to say 'here God is at home' 
And the wise would be surprised again saying - 'here God is at home' 
and shepherds, and carpenters making olive-wood gifts 
And tour guides with no work, and drivers of coaches for pilgrims 
And innkeepers and all the community - women, children and men - 
Crushed, humiliated, invaded and imprisoned 
Can stand up tall with confidence and proclaim 'here God is at home' 
Because you have shown your character in Bethlehem - 
You affirmed humanity in Bethlehem... and still do today 
And that is the message of Christmas Eve.

from Garth's book of prayers, Making Holy Dreams Come True



Garth explores the thoughts in this newsletter
in depth in his book Occupied Territories, The
Revolution of Love from Bethlehem to the
Ends of the Earth, where he has coined the
phrase 'Bethlehem theology'.

From page 30 of the book: 
'So what is this Bethlehem theology? The
style of the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem gives
so many clues as to the character and nature
of God. When God touches the earth, when it
is the great moment of "God with us," a child
is born in simplicity among a poor
community... This is why this theology turns
upside down the values of our world... instead
of coming in status and power, the birth of the

Prince of Peace is in vulnerability and humility... So these are the huge clues that
show us that God is the God with the poor, the marginalised, those for whom there
is no room...'
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