Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Third Sunday of Advent, 15th December 2024


Psalm 146.4-9; Philippians 4.4-7


In my sermon last week I made an off-the-cuff reference to the fall of Bashar Al-Assad in Syria, which might have been misinterpreted.  That would not be surprising, because what I had in mind to say had popped into my head just a few minutes previously, and I’m not the kind of priest who can preach well, without first having thought things through, and written them down.

I did not mean to imply that the fall of Bashar Al-Assad, and his oppressive regime, had been the work of a direct intervention by God.  Instead, I had intended to mirror what Luke says at the beginning of his account of the proclamation of John the Baptist:

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, …

and so on.  

The point I wanted to make was that, while Luke was highlighting a particular time and place, by referencing historically important people, he was also, as it were, shifting the spotlight to ‘one crying out in the wilderness.’  In other words, while the news is dominated by the goings-on of political leaders (and, perhaps, in our own day, celebrities), the work of God is happening off-stage.  God tends to work in the world through ordinary people, at the margins of great historical events.

So, if I’d had more time to think, I might have said that, ‘In the last year of the presidency of Joe Biden, when Vladimir Putin was President of Russia, and Bashar Al-Assad had been deposed as President of Syria, the word of God came to someone else entirely, who was, at the time, unknown to the world.’

We might sometimes despair at the state of the world today, and fear for its future.  But God is still working in the world, in ways that we don’t yet recognise.  It has been said that the mission of the Church is ‘finding out what God is already doing, and joining in.’  And God is just as likely to be at work in Norham, as in the rest of the world.

Having said all that, who can fail to recognise a parallel between this morning’s first Bible reading, and what is happening in Syria?  The Psalmist says that God 

gives justice to those who are oppressed.  …
The Lord sets the prisoners free; 
the Lord lifts up those who are bowed down.

I recently saw Beethoven’s only opera, Fidelio, which tells the story of a woman, Leonora, who disguises herself as a man, Fidelio, in order to rescue her husband, Florestan, who has been incarcerated as the political prisoner of an oppressive regime.  Whatever you might think of Beethoven, he deserves some credit for giving Leonora agency, at a time when most of the heroines in grand opera were portrayed as victims, and usually ended up dying!

The opera includes a very moving section in which most of the political prisoners are allowed out of their cells, and sing an ode to freedom, which puts me in mind of those prisoners in Syria, who have finally been set free.  So, despite what I said earlier, it does seem to me that God is at work in the recent events in Syria.

But what I said earlier also holds true.  Just as a woman is the main protagonist in the opera Fidelio, so a woman is the main protagonist in Luke’s infancy narrative.  While all those important people, the Emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate, King Herod, and so on, were strutting their stuff, Luke tells us that, ‘the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee, called Nazareth,’ to a young woman called Mary.  

The point is that God works through people, and he tends to work through ordinary people.  While everything else is going on in the world, for all we know it, God might be working through you and me.

And so we come to today’s second Bible reading, from Paul’s letter to the Philippians:

Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.

‘Let your requests be made known to God.’  We should, by all means, pray for the needs of the world, and for our own needs.  As I said at a Baptism Service a few weeks ago, God is happy when we pray to him, and happy when we ask for things, because our readiness to ask is a measure of our trust in his goodness.  By talking and asking, a child builds a relationship with his or her parents, and prayer is primarily, it seems to me, about building a relationship with God.

Forgive me for ending with another literary allusion, involving another woman protagonist.  A clergy friend of mine recently sent me a link to a YouTube video, from a church service in Guildford.  It is not the kind of church that I would choose to attend!  But, out of love for my friend, and respect for our relationship, I listened to what the speaker in the video had to say, which included the following:

Dorothy L. Sayers [wrote a series of novels] about an aristocratic detective, called Lord Peter Wimsey.  …  Half-way through, suddenly a woman appears, whose name is Harriet Vane, and Harriet Vane is almost certainly the author herself.  …  It is commonly accepted that … Dorothy L. Sayers was writing herself into the story of the world that she had created.  …  Peter Wimsey falls in love with Harriet Vane and, through their relationship, his broken soul is healed.

This is the message of [Advent].  It is the message of God the Creator writing himself into the story of his creation and, through relationship, healing our souls.  This is the Good News of the Gospel.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8JrmaEjNaAk ] 


That seems a pretty deep insight to me.  God’s salvation is not transactional, but relational.  God worked through Mary, God worked through Jesus, and God works through us and our relationships, to bring healing to a broken world.
