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Homily Advent 1 “Put on the Armour of Light”
St. Andrew’s

This past week I was sorting through boxes of old files and memorabilia. I found time capsules which my two daughters had made in grade 8. Both girls are now in their thirties and themselves are mothers. I delivered the time capsules to the girls and sat with them as they opened them. They had been asked in the original exercise to identify certain things from the perspective of their grade 1 selves their grade 8 selves and then imagine the future as a Grade 12 self. One of the questions was- what is your biggest fear? My youngest daughter Anna said, “Looks at this”- in the category of her grade 1 self—she had responded to the question-what are you most afraid of with—“I’m afraid of the dark”. That’s so embarrassing she said.//… But is it?
Who among us is not afraid of the dark? Whether literally or metaphorically—who is not afraid of the dark? We’re living in a generation (as perhaps every generation does) that is full of darkness. The weight of war, poverty, abuse, greed, self-interest, loneliness, despair—everywhere the darkness shows its face.
BUT ..today we begin our Advent journey. I would venture to say that the whole of that journey is about our movement away from the darkness and toward the light. Today we begin with one candle lit for hope-and the darkness is pushed back. In the weeks which follow we will light candle after candle-- Peace, joy, and love— the light grows and grows until we find ourselves in a full circle of light—the light of Christmas which announces the birth of the Word, the coming of the Light, Emmanuel God With Us: and a light shines in the darkness and the darkness shall not overcome it.
In his letter to the Romans read today, Paul summons us to this Advent journey with these words: “And so my sisters and brothers now cast away the works of darkness and put on the armour of light”. These words frame our Advent journey. In trust…day by day, week by week we move closer to the Light—and further from the darkness which surrounds us in ordinary time.
AND we know that the power of the darkness is strong. How shall we undertake this journey in the name of our Lord who saves? As a way of thinking into this//… let’s consider a Quaker teaching- you recall the Quakers- that group of Christians- the Religious Society of Friends who broke from the church of England in the 17th over theological differences. The Quakers are known for many things but today I’d like us to consider one thing—their doctrine of the Inner Light. The Quakers teach that all of us are born with a measure of the Light of Christ inside us (other theological traditions call this the image of God). That light gives us the capacity to know God, and to see the Inner Light in all of our neighbours. It helps us to see, and work toward the unfolding of the Kingdom of God now in this -and in every- present.
TENDING the LIGHT:
How we tend the light—how we live --determines how brightly the Light shines in and through us. Our spiritual journeys become a conversation between the inner light in us and the world we live in, a conversation, if you will, between the Light in us and the Light in others… ..as well as the darkness which surrounds us all. The choices we make and the experiences we have either nurture the Light in us --or diminish its strength. In many instances it’s a binary thing: either the light grows or the darkness.
HOPE: 
The Advent journey is an invitation to nurture the Light in us—in other words as Paul says, to move away from works of darkness and put on the armour of light. Each Advent week -gives us a lens—Peace, Joy, Love-- through which to embrace this project as fully as we can. Today’s lens is HOPE…. Putting on the armour of light begins with Hope. Hope, as the gospel understands it, is not a frail and passing emotion or a passive thought. HOPE is a WORK--it is a resilient harbinger of the new day which God promises—a  new day which will break the darkness-for all.
3 THINGS:
3 things comprise this work of HOPE:
1. Firstly, Imagination: we imagine the world we want to live in. For disciples of Christ this imagining is the New Jerusalem, the Kingdom of God, where, as the Prophet Isaiah proclaims in today’s first reading: this new day is a day when we beat our swords into ploughshares, a day when the rumours of war will be no more; the lions will lie down with the lamb and all will live together in peace and abundance. We open the eyes of our heart to SEE IT- to imagine this new day with God—this Kingdom of Peace.
2. Secondly, we trust, we believe. We trust God and the Light in us, and we believe that the Kingdom of God is possible, in fact is already here. It lives in the here and now- just as Jesus preached 2000 years ago.

3. And thirdly, finally: We ACT. Believing in the possibility of God’s promised new day, we offer ourselves, our souls and bodies, our choices, our words, our actions in service of that new day. Hope is not passive- it is a creative force that must be MADE in and through us, by the grace of God--- Hope is not found—it is MADE. 

What do the actions of HOPE look like—they look like: courage, integrity, justice, compassion, mercy, generosity and welcome; acts of hope look like the reconciliation of all through the good news of Jesus. Our HOPE is now-- and always-- an act of defiance against despair.

As Bishop Desmond Tutu said: “As disciples, we are prisoners of Hope--- because we know that God’s dream for the world will not fail!”

How will we know how to act, what to do---  in support of God’s dream for this world? How will we know? The Quakers would say Listen- in the silence-- listen for God speaking to you from the inside-- and God speaking to you from the outside. When these things meet— it’s time to ACT.

I am recalling an Advent from many years ago. I was 15, three years after the passing of my father. Things were very difficult in my home. It was early December. Dark came early. That night it was cold. It was sleeting. I found myself outside of my home with nowhere to go. I decided to start a long walk to the house of a friend.// It was such a cold and terrible night== I did something I had never done before and have never done since. I put out my thumb hoping for a ride from the oncoming traffic. All the cars passed by. I put my head down against the sleet and kept walking, And then a car, which had passed by me, stopped and reversed. The door opened for me. Inside was a lone man. Suddenly I felt afraid- but I was more full of despair than fear so I got in. The man said- “I don’t really know why I stopped but something told me to go back and take you where you need to go. Where can I take you?”  The man drove me to my friend’s house and before I got out of the car he said, “Would it be okay if I prayed for you now?” I said yes-please.  I will never forget his words. He prayed, “Beloved Lord save your precious child. Give her safety and peace. Surround her with your protection and love, and, in the right time, know her as a child of your flock and gather her home in your ever-loving embrace. In Jesus name. Amen. “

Amen. That stranger, that disciple, listened from the inside and from the outside --and he acted. His actions saved me from despair that night. They gave me the gift of Hope.

We will know—if we listen for the leading of the Light both from inside and from outside—we will know what is required of us—we will know how to Act—we will in faith and by grace- cast away the works of darkness and put on the armour of light. May our light so shine before others-- that the peaceable Kingdom of our Lord draws near: Emmanuel- God With Us. Amen
