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Brancepeth Sermon 
December 3rd: Advent Sunday 
Isaiah 64:1–9 
Psalm 80:1–8, 18–20 
1 Corinthians 1:3–9 
Mark 13:24–37 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts 
be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. 
There’s a standard pattern to a lot of sermons. 
They begin light-hearted, with an anecdote, 
maybe even with a joke – or something passing for a joke – before getting more serious, 
maybe even a bit challenging by the end. 
But this time, I’m afraid, we’re going to start in the dark. 
Because in the darkness is where our Gospel reading starts: ‘In those days, after that 
suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light.’ 
And it’s there in our Old Testament reading as well – because that whole reading is a cry in 
the darkness, 
‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down.’ ‘We all fade like a leaf, 
and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 
There is no one who calls on your name, 
or attempts to take hold of you; 
for you have hidden your face from us, 
and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity.’ 
This is a dark world. 
I don’t always find that easy to remember here, 
in this building – an oasis of light, of beauty, of calm –  
but this is a dark world. 
 
I hardly know where to start. 
How about with slavery. 
Slavery is on the increase –  
there are millions of people in slavery worldwide. 
Actual, literal slavery. 
There are estimated to be more than 10,000 enslaved people in the UK. 
People who are bought and sold, 
who labour for their owners, 
and who are kept in place by threats of violence. 
Or we could look at racism. 
And we don’t have to look over the Atlantic, 
at the shocking support for racism on the 
President’s Twitter account. 
We, here, live in a deeply racist society. 
Last year, police say there were more than 
60,000 racially motivated crimes around the UK –  
a huge increase on the year before –  
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and race crime is just the tiny tip of an iceberg of 
less dramatic but no less soul-destroying forms of discrimination. 
 
Or we could talk about sexism. 
Or we could talk about class divisions. 
Or we could talk about mental health problems. 
Or we could talk about abuse. 
Or we could talk about the casual callousness with which the disabled are treated in our 
society. 
Or we could talk about what we’re doing to the environment. 
 
This is a dark, dark world. 
If our eyes were open, if we saw, 
if we knew what was going on –  
around the world, in our own country, here at home –  
if we had a clear-eyed picture of what was going on, 
the blighting of lives, the hatreds, the misery, 
the quiet desperation, the hopelessness –  
I think it would paralyse us. 
We can only bear so much reality; 
we have to pull the curtains, 
hide the world away, 
forget what we know –  
reduce it to statistics and try not to think of the people, 
the faces, the lives –  
just to be able to get up in the morning. 
It’s a dark world. 
 
And it’s our world. 
We’re involved, we’re embroiled, whether we like it or not. However protected we may be 
in this community –  
this wonderful place, amongst these wonderful people –  
we wouldn’t have to dig far to find 
the miseries of the wider world growing here too. 
I’m not going to spin some horrible list of the ways  
in which people might be hurting here –  
in this village, in this building –  
I don’t want, just for rhetorical affect,  
to start prodding at the wounds in people’s lives and reminding them of what hurts them. 
But the beautiful lightness of this building, 
the real and equally beautiful warmth of this community – they shouldn’t blind us to the 
darkness here, too. 
And this dark world is ours in another way, too. 
We’re involved, not just as those who are, in our own ways, and to differing degrees, 
hurt, weakened, undermined, made miserable. 
We are also involved as people who 
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keep this dark world going, who are responsible, 
who are complicit. 
There are times when I’m thinking about all this –  
thinking about how deep, how pervasive, 
how horrific are the divisions, the hatreds, 
the forms of exploitation, 
the sheer blatant unfairness and injustice of our world –  
 
there are times when I wonder 
how we can all simply sit here. 
Why aren’t we at the barricades? 
Why aren’t we agitating for revolution? 
Why aren’t we trying to bring the whole sorry edifice toppling down? 
Why are we carrying on our lives, 
carrying on with our church life, 
carrying on with our community life, 
as if things were basically okay –  
as if more of the same, things going on as they are, 
would be bearable? 
There are some obvious answers, of course. 
We don’t have the strength to change things, or the position. 
We don’t know what kinds of change to pursue. 
We know that revolutions have a habit of 
going horribly wrong –  
 
and that when you bring the edifice of society crashing down, 
it tends to fall on those who were already being crushed by it. 
But still. 
Why aren’t we at the barricades, 
why aren’t we doing something, 
why aren’t we shouting until we’re hoarse. 
Are we really okay with all of this? 
‘We all fade like a leaf,’ says Isaiah, 
‘and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 
There is no one who calls on your name, 
or attempts to take hold of you; 
for you have hidden your face from us, 
and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity.’ 
 
Advent is a season for facing the darkness, open-eyed. 
‘Keep awake’, says Jesus, in our Gospel reading –  
‘be on the watch’, 
don’t slip into complacent acceptance of the way things are. The world is not as it should be. 
We are not as we should be. 
We recognise that, we try not to turn away from it –  
and we cry out. 
‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down.’ 
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Advent is a season for holy restlessness, for dissatisfaction, 
for saying ‘No, we refuse to settle for this, all this. 
This dark world is not enough’ 
Advent is a season for crying out to God 
in the midst of this world. 
When we see how deep the darkness goes, 
how persistent it is, how powerful –  
when we recognise how little we know how to respond to it, how to fight it, how paralysed 
we are –  
how complicit we are –  
Advent is a season for crying out to God, and saying 
‘Help us!’ Because we need that help. 
And Advent is a season for remembering that 
God does answer that prayer. 
God has torn open the heavens and come down –  
and that’s what we will be celebrating at the end of Advent, that’s what this whole season 
points to. 
God has brought life in the midst of the darkness. 
In our New Testament reading, 
Paul says that he thanks God for the Corinthians, 
because of the grace of God that 
has been given to them in Christ Jesus; 
and he trusts that God will strengthen them to the end. Darkness isn’t the whole story –  
there really is light, there really is love, 
there really is hope right in the midst of the dark world. 
And the darkness has not overcome it. 
And Advent is a season for looking out for where God is 
still tearing open the heavens and coming down –  
places where, despite the darkness of the world, 
God’s light and life are visible. 
We don’t have to be paralysed. 
We’re not the ones who are going to make everything right. We’re not the ones who are 
going to get rid of the darkness; we’re not going to bring the whole regime crashing down. 
We cry out to God for that. 
But we can be Advent people: 
while we wait for his arrival, 
we can be part of the resistance. 
What we say, what we do –  
what we buy, how we vote, who we listen to, 
who we challenge –  
however small-scale, 
however inadequate in the face of the darkness, 
those can all be sites of resistance. 
We can be Advent people, resistance people. 
We can call out sexist attitudes at work. 
We can begin to recognise our own unconscious biases. 
We can let ourselves get angry 
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at the treatment of disabled people, 
or at how the Grenfell Tower disaster was made possible, 
or at the treatment of refugees and migrants, 
or at the closing of women’s refuges –  
and we can look around together 
for something to do with our anger. 
We can try to be a community 
as welcoming as possible to the broken, 
the hurting, the displaced, the disabled. 
None of this will be enough. 
None of it will be nearly enough. 
The darkness will still surround us. 
But we can be Advent people, 
people who keep our eyes open, 
people who look to the light that God shines 
in the midst of the world, 
who look for how we can be members of the resistance, 
siding with the light even in the midst of the darkness. 
 
And we can keep on waiting, keep on praying, 
keep on longing for more –  
for God to step in, God to make it right, 
God to tear open the heavens and come down. 
Because that’s the message of Advent. 
God has come down, God keeps on coming down —  
and God will come down. 
 
O Lord our God 
make us watchful and keep us faithful 
as we await the coming of your Son our Lord; 
that, when he shall appear, 
he may not find us sleeping in sin 
but active in his service 
and joyful in his praise; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen 


