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Sermon by the Right Rev’d John Stephens 

Advent 1 Year C November 28, 2021 

Episcopal Visit to St. Mary the Virgin, Sapperton 

I am delighted to be with you here at St. Mary’s Sapperton.  This is my first time here and I am 
so pleased to be with you.  I am so grateful to your Vicar, Arvin, for his work as your priest and pastor.  
He works incredibly hard and is dedicated to living out his ministry of servanthood with you and 
amongst you.  At the confirmation service at the Cathedral just a few weeks ago, it was such a delight to 
see so many young people from this parish being confirmed.  It was good to get to know them a little bit 
prior to the service and come to know them as an intelligent and faith-filled group.  Thank you so much 
for welcoming me here this morning at St. Mary’s. 

 
The last couple of weeks in southwestern BC have been shocking and horrifying for all of us as 

we see pictures in the news of flooding and landslides and people trapped in their cars.  Our prayers go 
out to those who lost their homes or their possessions or their livelihood.  There were several deaths as 
people were swept off roadways in the force of all the debris being sent down the mountains, we pray 
for their families.  The flooded farms where there is such a horrible loss of livestock or the town of 
Merritt which had to be evacuated and now they are not sure what they will be returning to.  The 
destruction of so many highways and train tracks and other infrastructure as we now wonder what the 
future will hold.     
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There is a long list of stories that have come out of all of this tragedy, some wonderful stories of 
how people have helped others rescue some things from their homes or livestock or pets or precious 
memories.  I heard about a nurse who was one of the ones trapped between two mud slides on a 
highway.  She heard calls from down the embankment beside the highway and quickly went down to 
help give first aid and rescue a family whose car had been swept away.  They were rescued but she 
ended up spending the night, as did many others, in her car parked on the highway.  She spent much of 
that night going from car to car to ensure that everyone was safe and OK.  Signs of hope in and amongst 
the chaos.   

 
Perhaps it is just me but these images of torrential rains, landslides and flooding might sound a 

lot like what we heard about in the Gospel reading for this day.  “There will be signs in the sun, the 
moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the 
waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world…”  The second 
coming of Jesus for some is seen as a time of great violence descending upon the earth; now wondering 
if the rains and the floods are linked with these visions of the last days.  But let me be clear, I am not one 
who accepts that hypothesis, as I think that God comes to us not to bring terror or destruction but 
instead comes in righteousness, as we hear in the voices of the prophets.  God comes to us in 
relationship, in wonder and awe, in beauty and joy, in justice and peace…. in the signs and stories of 
hope.   God comes to be with us. 

 
Today is the first Sunday of the four Sundays of Advent, the start of a new year in the Church, donned in 
purple or blue as a time of preparation for Christmas.  Advent is a time of discovery and possibilities.  It 
is a time to rethink.  Advent is a time to deepen our prayers and hopes and strength in God.  Advent is a 
time of reawakening and new possibilities.  Make no mistake that despite the dire predictions of fear 
and foreboding in the gospel of today, Advent reminds us that our connection to God is actually much 
more about a pilgrimage, a journey, a walk, a path, an exploration toward deepening God’s interaction 
with our soul.  It is a time of recognizing that indeed God is amongst us. That we are not alone and 
forgotten no matter what happens and what we might have to endure.    

 
The word Advent in Latin means “Coming.”  These four weeks stir us to prepare anew for God coming to 
us and it is important to add, us coming to God.  God coming to us past, present and future.   
  
 For at Advent we, of course, prepare ourselves for a celebration of the birth of Jesus.  This is much more 
than simply honouring Jesus’ birthday but affirming God’s incarnation.  By that I mean that God comes 
to us in the person of Jesus Christ, that Jesus was human just as we are.  The same emotions, feelings, 
pains, frustrations, challenges, dark moments, celebrations, fears, doubts, anger, joy, are all known to 
Jesus. God entered time in the person of Jesus Christ, but it was not just for a certain place in history.  
For incarnation goes even further, and acknowledges that there is a greater link between humanity and 
holiness than we often proclaim or affirm.  Richard Rohr writes this: “Incarnation should be the primary 
and compelling message of Christianity. Through the Christ, the seeming gap between God and 
everything else has been overcome “from the beginning.” Incarnation refers to the synthesis of matter 
and spirit. Without some form of incarnation, God remains essentially separate from us and from all of 
creation. Without incarnation, it is not an enchanted universe, but somehow an empty one.”1  
Incarnation also points to the Holy Spirit being known in our heart and soul; linking us, connecting us, 
joining us, to God.  God coming to us in Incarnation, in human form, in Spirit form and that this planet 

 
1 Richard Rohr, Center for Action and Contemplation, January 25, 2017 
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and our universe and our hands, feet, eyes and soul are infused with an awareness of holiness and 
wonder.  God is known to us in incarnation. 
 
In Advent we also affirm that we know this presence of Christ coming to us each time we gather to 
receive the Eucharist.  Christ has not left us alone or abandoned but comes to us in the simplicity of 
bread and wine, a holy meal about a holy presence.  In this holy bread that we will soon receive, we 
discover in our pilgrimage that we do not have to search all that hard to see that God is still amongst us, 
coming to us each time we offer our hands to receive a small taste of bread and offering our response of 
Amen.  Jesus continues to be near.  It is a pilgrimage moment for this time of Advent and all time.  God 
coming to us in bread and wine. 
 
There is also a third way of expressing the word coming in this time of Advent2.  We do affirm that thy 
kingdom come, thy will be done.  We believe that there will be a second coming not in great violence 
and destruction but more like a wind and a fire.  Joan Chittister reminds us that we will see a time when 
God’s reign will be known; when darkness is turned to light, when war is turned to peace, when the 
prophets’ visions come into plain sight.  As the prophet Jeremiah said to us today: I will cause a 
righteous branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.” Or 
as St. Paul wrote in the letter to the Thessalonians, “May the Lord make you increase and abound in love 
for one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you.  And may he so strengthen your hearts in 
holiness…”   
  
Advent is about the first coming, the second coming and the third coming of Christ into this world.  His 
birth, his coming to us in the bread and wine, the body and blood, the sacrament and then in his coming 
again. God past, present and future, eternal and complete.  When we gather, when we pray, when we 
deepen our Christian walk to awaken our souls to see anew God amongst us, we fully enter this 
pilgrimage to discover God coming to us and us coming to God. 
  
Mystics are people who dig a little bit deeper into God’s presence and God’s relationship with us.  They 
open possibilities, explore new places of wilderness, open eyes and offer new prayers.  They know a lot 
about the coming of God in Christ and us coming to God for they have explored it with great intent and 
perseverance.  St. Teresa of Avila once wrote:  “Let nothing disturb thee; Let nothing dismay thee: All 
thing pass; God never changes. Patience attains All that it strives for. Those who have God Find they lack 
nothing: God alone suffices.” 
  
Despite all of the flooding and landslides around us, may your Advent be filled with hope and those 
images of people supporting one another and helping one another in our province.  For Advent is a holy 
time of preparation and possibilities; deepening your walk into holiness, holy mystery, incarnation and 
holy encounter; God coming to you and you coming to God. 
 

 
2 Joan Chittister in The Liturgical Year, page 65 


