
Advent 1 28 Nov 2021 

I suspect that confusion continues to exist in 

the minds of some who view the season of 

Advent as the preparation for the birth of 

Jesus and Christmastide.  If so, I’m sorry to 

disappoint you,  Advent - from the Latin 

‘Advenio’ = I come, is all about preparing for 

the SECOND coming of Christ, when he comes 

to wrap up the world and judge us all - even 

the judges!  That is why you will find in some 

prayer books and liturgical texts an emphasis 

on the ‘Four Last Things’ - which are (in case 

you were tempted to ask) - Death, Judgement, 

Heaven, and Hell. 

If I were to preach on these themes during 

Advent, I suspect that not only would I see a 

dwindling congregation, but the zoomers would 

also be reaching for the brandy rather than 

their coffee cups. 

Sadly, even the oracle of Google has it wrong, 

and states that Advent is all about preparing 

for the coming of Christmas; thus proving that 

not all you read in print is the gospel truth - 

indeed, some of the gospels aren’t either.  And  

if that doesn’t get me defrocked, I don’t know 

what will! 

Were I to berate you with Death, Judgement, 

Heaven, and Hell, we would need an Advent 

wreath with 3 black candles and one pink one; 

as it is, we have three purple ones and one pink 
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one - there is a fifth candle that comes later - 

but that’s another story. 

So to avoid depressing you with terrifying 

tales of death and judgement, the Liturgical 

Committee picked another set of themes; 

those of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love, for our 

four Sundays of Advent; and to go hand in 

hand with them, we have the topics of God’s 

People, the Prophets, John the Baptist, and 

Mary, the mother of Jesus.  Nevertheless, 

whilst it may seem more comfortable to 

embrace the more anodyne topics of hope, 

peace, joy, and love, the other subjects remain 

inescapable from our lives. 

First off, I’d like to debunk the idea that has 

been literally immortalized in Clare Harner’s 

poem, ‘Immortality’, written and published in 

‘The Gypsy’ poetry magazine in December, 

1934. 

You will all have heard it or read it somewhere 

or at some time; it starts;  

‘Do not stand by my grave and weep,’ and ends; 

‘Do not stand 

By my grave, and cry— 

I am not there, 

I did not die.’ 

Let me clear about this - when we die, we die.  

I have seen plenty of death and I know what it 

looks like.  It is one of the things that junior 
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doctors are taught to recognize as it is our job 

to certify death before a body is moved to the 

morgue.  Making a mistake is not only very 

distressing for the relatives when you have 

just informed them that their loved one has 

passed away, but it is also very embarrassing. 

I was told by a pathologist that on one 

occasion he was just about to start a post-

mortem examination - that’s an autopsy - when 

the body, naked and laid out on the slab with 

all the instruments ready to open him up, was 

seen to swallow. 

A rapid return to the ward was made before 

the body - now reclassified to ‘patient’ status - 

was able to return to full consciousness, but 

complaining of bizarre and frightening visions. 

So for the most part it is wrong to to make 

such statements as ‘I did not die”, but I think 

I know what Clare was trying to say. 

It is always a very dangerous thing to state 

another’s intentions, but I think it is just in 

the use of language that I take issue here. 

By using the word, ‘die’, Clare Harder is aiming 

to reassure her listeners and readers that in 

one way or another our personal existence 

does not cease to be.  However, in terms of 

what we describe as life and death in human 

language, life has ceased to be in the 

individual, and so they have - for medical, 

legal, and burial purposes, died.  If that were 

not true, we should be in all sorts of trouble. 

3



But in the acceptance that our spirit, our soul, 

our essence lives on in another way beyond our 

limited senses, I would agree with her.  I do 

not believe that our entire existence ceases 

just because our body is worn out, destroyed 

by disease or violence. 

What we have in the way of our senses as 

human beings is incredible - but also incredibly 

limited; animals surpass us in many ways 

constantly. 

Dogs have an infinitely better sense of smell - 

40,000 times better.  It has been claimed that 

they can pick out the scent of one drop of 

blood in an Olympic sized swimming pool; bears 

too, have a highly developed sense of smell; 

cats and other crepuscular creatures can see 

in the dark; bats can navigate by a form of 

radar;  birds can fly astonishing distances on 

virtually no fuel, and the peregrine falcon can 

dive faster than you can free fall; and almost 

every animal can hear better than we can. 

So it is not too far fetched to suggest that 

there is an invisible and parallel universe that 

contains the energies and essences of our 

continued existence.  After al l , we 

acknowledge the existence of electricity, radio 

waves, x-rays, gamma rays, - even the wind -  

and so on - none of which can we see, but we 

know they are there because we see the 

effects of their existence. 
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And so it is with the forms of life that we 

encounter on this planet, including our own. 

Jesus had no issue with discussing the 

afterlife, although he had to keep it simple for 

his disciples’ sake.  None of them would have 

been PhD material, I suspect.  Similarly, even 

the so-called educated of his day and society - 

the Sanhedrin - of whom we meet only two in 

the New Testament -  Nicodemus, and 

Caiaphas, the High Priest.  Neither comes off 

well in their discussions with Jesus. 

Nicodemus cannot get his head around the 

need to be ‘born again’ in order to understand 

or ‘see’ the kingdom of God.  Jesus says to 

him, ‘I have spoken to you of earthly things 

and you do not believe; how then will you 

believe if I speak of heavenly things?’ 

Before Caiaphas, Jesus is asked if he is the 

son of God, to which he replies, ‘I am, and you 

will see the Son of Man sitting at the right 

hand of the Mighty One and coming on the 

clouds of heaven.’ 

This reference to the ‘Son of Man’ is only ever 

used by Jesus, and he uses it of himself 81 

times in the NT, and it brings together the 

prophecy of Daniel and Psalm 110.  This is 

clearly blasphemous for Caiaphas, and reduces 

his earthly power to a hill of beans in front of 
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Jesus, belittling him in front of all the 

members of the ruling Sanhedrin. 

Where do these two unrelated statements get 

us in terms of our understanding of death? 

In John’s gospel Jesus talks of a place that he 

is going to with his father, and that is one that 

he will make ready for us too, so that we can 

be with him - but these are too deep and 

complex for our understanding, because they 

are too simple. 

We have become so wise, so knowledgeable, so 

unchallengeable in our discernment of the 

universe - even though it is only one of many - 

that we are unable to see what is in front of 

us.  Paul said in his first letter to the 

Corinthians, ‘God chose what is foolish in the 

world to shame the wise.’  I find it less 

difficult to believe in fairies at the bottom of 

my garden or in other life forms from other 

galaxies than ours, than I do to believe that 

when life is pronounced extinct by someone 

like me - then that is all there is. 

Now this is a short sermon - believe me, it is - 

I could go on here, but I understand the 

imperative of coffee and cookies waiting in the 

hall.  But what I want to get to is the marrying 

up of all the threads of our first Advent  

topics. 
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If you recall, we have death, hope, and the 

People of God. 

I suggest to you that our ‘hope’ should be 

‘faith’ - as the writer of Hebrews says, ‘Now 

faith is being sure of what we hope for and 

certain of what we do not see. (Another 

translation puts it as, ‘the conviction of things 

not seen.’) 

This is what the ancients were commended 

for. By faith we understand that the universe 

was formed at God's command, so that what is 

seen was not made out of what was visible.’ 

So we are being assured that there are, in 

fact, fairies at the bottom of our gardens and 

other forms of life in other galaxies - we just 

cannot see them. 

How many of you have had an experience with 

your dog who suddenly refuses to go into a 

place he’s never been to before because 

something spooked him? 

But the next time you go there, he’s fine.  

What was it that he ‘saw’ that you didn’t? 

What is it about the aura of some people that 

repels you, whilst others draw you closer?  It 

is not something you can put your finger on at 

all, but it is nonetheless real. 
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I suggest again, that the People of God 

recognize the People of God and that we share 

a hope in the world to come - beyond death. 

That is what being born into the Spirit of God 

is about, that is our second birth - and that is 

what destroys our fear of death as an end of 

existence - because it isn’t.  Call me crazy if 

you like, but Jesus told us that too. 
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