
Advent 4 - 19th Dec 21 

Whether you believe that the election in the 

USA in January this year was rigged, and that 

Trump is really still President is actually of no 

consequence at all, because history will prove 

you wrong.  Biden won fairly, and Trump has to 

suck it up - even though he won’t - and his sad 

collection of supporters, who wouldn’t know a 

lie or care about it, so long as it came from 

their messianic leader, continue to utter 

threats of violence under the guise of 

Christian values. 

And it doesn’t matter whether you believe 

that Jesus was not born of a virgin mother, 

nor at this time of year - because again, it just 

doesn’t matter.  What matters, and where 

history will support you, is that Jesus was 

born.  That is just as incontestable a fact as 

that Biden is now President of the un-United 

States of America.  The spin is not important - 

the facts are. 

We have to be prepared for myth and spin in 

the old tales, just as we are ready for them in 

today’s news stories - if we are sharp and 

looking for them.  But what we need to be on 

our guard about, is literally - at this time of 

year - not throwing away the baby with the 

bath water. 

I decided, whilst working on this sermon, that 

I was a complete softie.  Perhaps it had 
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something to do with the themes of this 

fourth Sunday of Advent, but I think it’s 

something I’ve known for some time and been 

rather embarrassed to admit.  After all, it’s 

hardly a macho thing to admit that you can cry 

over sentimental movies, or get a lump in your 

throat when you see a photo of your daughter 

when she was a tiny child and asleep. 

The themes of this Sunday are love, Mary, and 

- in complete contrast - hell. 

It does seem a rather bizarre juxtaposition, 

doesn’t it, but that’s what we’ve been given.  

And I’d like to get hell out of the way to start 

with because I don’t think it’s really all that 

helpful. 

Sartre said in his play, ‘Huis Clos’, (translated 

as ‘Behind Closed Doors,’ or ‘No Exit,’ in 

English), ‘l’enfer, c’est les autres,’ - ‘hell is 

other people’. 

It is a play in one act in which three people 

who are previously unknown to each other 

encounter each other in hell.  Surprised by the 

lack of hell fire and complete absence of 

instruments of torture, they begin to find out 

about one another.  As the play progresses, 

they begin to judge one another on the 

content of their lives, irrespective of good 

intentions or lack of them; but purely on their 

actions. 
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Remember that Sartre was an existentialist, 

and this is first and foremost an existentialist 

play. 

I won’t spoil it for you by telling you what 

happens, but it is an entertaining read for a 

couple of hours in either language. 

Contrast this with Stella Gibbons’ ‘Cold 

Comfort Farm’, which I mentioned to you a 

couple of weeks ago. 

The character of Amos Starkadder, a self-

appointed preacher to the Church of the 

Quivering Brethren in Beershorn, enjoys 

terrifying his congregation with threats of 

hell-fire and damnation. 

Flora, the heroine of the story and a distant 

cousin, is staying at the farm and asks Amos if 

she may accompany him to his preaching 

commitment. 

‘Ay…ye can come…ye poor miserable creepin’ 

sinner.  Maybe ye think ye’ll escape hell fire if 

ye come along o’ me, and bow down and quiver.  

But I’m tellin’ ye no.  ‘Tes too late.  Ye’ll burn 

wi’ the rest.  There’ll be time to say what yer 

sins have been, but there’ll be no time for 

more.’ 

For what it’s worth, I think both Sartre and 

Amos Starkadder have got it wrong; I think 

that hell is usually of our own making - 

whether it be from the destruction that war 
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brings, famine that political selfishness 

engenders, tsunamis that global warming 

produces, or the pain of failed relationships 

and the bitterness of clinging resentment. 

Please fill in the gaps of your own personal 

hell, and see if at least some of it is not of 

your own making, even if it is only in the 

attitude you bring to the issue. 

But enough of the gloomy stuff or you’ll begin 

to think that I’m some sort of cross between 

Amos Starkadder and Gollum. 

We have love and Mary to consider.  They go 

well together as a mother’s love for her child 

should, though I would like us to consider how 

you would feel as one of Mary’s other children. 

We do know - again historically confirmed - 

that Jesus had brothers and sisters.  How 

difficult it must have been for them to live 

with this special person that they couldn’t 

really understand! 

Mark 3:21 has his family saying that ‘he is out 

of his mind’. 

In John 7:3 we find his brothers telling him to 

leave Galilee and go to Judea to preach there; 

perhaps they were fed up or embarrassed by 

his preaching so close to home. 
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In Mark 6:4, Jesus says, ‘A prophet is not 

without honour except in his own town, among 

his relatives and in his own home.’ 

I think it fair to say that we would have found 

it hard to have a brother like that - and yet, 

that is what our prayers ask for; ‘Blessed Lord 

Jesus, Redeemer, friend and brother…’ 

So let’s go back to his mother for a moment; it 

is, after all, Mary’s Sunday.   

I am aware that those of you who are mothers 

and possibly grandmothers out there, know for 

a certainty that there has never been, nor will 

there ever be a more perfect child than the 

one you bore, but I think that Mary has the 

drop on you. 

Even so, it really wasn’t easy for her either, as 

you will have gathered from our video clips.  

Think of the shame she would have brought to 

her own parents who had arranged her 

marriage to Joseph.  What would he have felt 

on seeing her pregnant?  He would have been 

the laughing stock of the village, and Mary at 

potential risk of stoning. 

We know little of Mary, other than that she 

would have been a young girl in her teens.  

What actually happened is not for us to know, 

and ultimately unimportant - other than that 

she gave birth to Jesus.  All we can say is that 

she must have been a gutsy girl and Joseph an 
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honourable young man to face the ignominy of 

such a situation. 

And between them they must have developed 

huge trust and love that was strong enough to 

withstand the accusatory peer pressure and 

ridicule.  

This is probably one of the earliest and best 

examples of ‘tough love’ that we come across in 

scripture.  And as we follow the story of Jesus 

through the gospels, we can surmise - even 

allowing for some authorship glosses - that it 

didn’t get any easier.   

Mary doesn’t really understand that Jesus is 

the Messiah to begin with, and all the things 

that she has been told about him by angels or 

Simeon or Anna in the Temple, she ‘ponders in 

her heart’.  Even later, when Jesus is about 12 

years old, he disappears off to the Temple to 

talk to the rabbis, and his parents have to 

hunt for him among the crowds.  Still Mary 

doesn’t really understand, it seems. 

Perhaps, even at the foot of the cross, when 

all in earthly terms seemed lost and pointless, 

she still wondered who on earth this strange 

child was that she had born.  Certainly, she 

knew he was one of a kind, and he did amazing 

things - but now, dying on a cross, what was it 

all about? 
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Like Mary, we might also be left looking at the 

broken body of Jesus, nailed brutally to a 

crossbar of wood - another historical fact 

attested outside of biblical literature - and we 

can wonder what it was all about. 

‘What the hell is that to me?’ you might want 

to ask - and why not?  ‘Where do I come into 

this picture that is over 2,000 years old?’ 

You and I come into it because we are just as 

much a part of it as we are to our own 

ancestors, and the part that our children and 

grandchildren will be part of us. 

We are joined to this event in history just as 

any tree in a forest is joined to any other.  It 

has been shown now that there is an entire 

network of mycelia that connect tree to tree 

within any forest; until recent years unseen 

though often suspected.  Our First Nation 

cousins would tell us that they knew of this 

centuries ago - but science is always slow to 

catch up, it seems. 

Today, we begin to acknowledge that there is a 

connection between all human beings - indeed, 

all living things through the energy of 

creation, which in no way negates any theory 

of evolution - rather it supports it. 

The marriage of science and religion that we 

are studying in our book club at the moment is 

not so far-fetched.  Our problem has been 
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that we haven’t had the sensory apparatus to 

determine or convince the majority of an 

unbelieving world that the energy we cannot 

‘see’ and ‘understand’ - like the subatomic 

particles that are so loved of nuclear 

physicists - is actually the same as the energy 

that we sense when we interact with another 

human being - or a dog.  It just changes its 

form from electrical or magnetic energy to 

chemical energy, that releases the oxytocin 

that tells your brain that you love that person 

or dog in front of you. 

Love is energy - that bit is easy.  But it’s hard 

work too.  The liking bit is easy - the 

attraction and the romantic violins - but the 

loving in the hard times - that takes hard 

work.  And then Jesus made it personal - that 

is harder too.  How do you get from an 

impersonal ‘force-field’ of love to a sense of 

the personal?  This man or woman is special to 

me! 

What was it that made men and women leave 

their families and livelihoods to follow this 

strange yet compelling man? 

You might ask the same of the Trump 

supporters - but that, as I hope you realize - 

is the highway to hell. 

Out of love for Jesus, and not greed for yet 

more power, like Trump - Mary followed her 
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son, bleeding, up the rocky path to Golgotha.  

Though she didn’t know it at the time, that 

was the narrow trail to heaven, stained with 

sweat and blood, but ultimately covered over 

with God’s love. 

Like Mary, if we want to understand the 

crucifixion, we have to stay beyond Jesus’ 

death, stay beyond Jesus’ hell, because that is 

the work of Jesus’ love - and what draws us 

like an irresistible force. 

As Jesus said to Saul on his way to Damascus,  

‘Stop fighting it, man!’
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