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We gather this weekend on the first Sunday of Advent, which marks the beginning of a new annual 

cycle of readings for the Church; at least those parts of the Church that use the Revised Common 

Lectionary! Advent is a relatively short season with just four Sundays and these weeks are intended 

to be a time of preparation before the celebration of Christmas.  Some of you may have a flicker of 

anxiety at this point, so let me make it explicit, we only have three and a half weeks to go before 

Christmas! 

 

You might now be thinking - clearly Advent is the time to put up some Christmas decorations, write 

some Christmas cards, buy some presents, plan some menus, and invite some people over for the 

big day.  The shop signs would certainly have us think this, and we will be strongly encouraged to 

spend as much money as we can.  But, the gift of Advent is an invitation to not get caught up in 

shopping frenzy, and instead take some time to think about the activity of God in the Christmas 

story. 

 

We can certainly reach out with love and goodwill to friends and family, at the same times thinking 

about the audacious Christian belief that God became human in the form of a baby two thousand 

years ago.  Further, that the man he became would cosmologically change everything - past, 

present, and future.  We know the story well because it's recanted in carols, expressed visually in 

greeting cards, but 'though it is familiar it's also possible that it will touch us differently this year 

because significant things have happened in our lives over the last twelve months. 

 

We hear the nativity story differently when a baby has been born in our family during the last year; 

and, conversely - we hear the story differently when one of our children has died. 

 

This year there is a particular element that stands out for me as I prepare to celebrate Christmas and 

it is that the impossible thing God wanted to do did not happen without help from some ordinary 

people like you and me!  For, we do not remember Jesus appearing out of a lamp like a fully formed 

and powerful genie - that is a story for Aladdin! 

 

Instead, we remember Jesus - called Immanuel (meaning 'God with us') - being conceived because a 

young girl agreed to it.  Then the foetus being formed in her uterus, with all the risks that this 

involves, before being born in a stable because Bethlehem was packed with people.  We remember 

shepherds and foreigners honouring him, before his adopted father had to quickly take him to live 

for a few years as a refugee in a neighboring country. 

 

God doing extraordinary things, through ordinary people, like you and me.  That's the thought I'd like 

us to ruminate on this week as we begin this year's journey towards Christmas celebration. 

 

Our reading from the prophet Isaiah today is hugely helpful in thinking about this further.  In the 

reading the prophet has an audacious vision of something that will happen in the future.  He 

imagines a time when God will judge between the nations and will arbitrate for many peoples; they 

shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up 

sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore. 

 

'...they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall 

not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.' It's was an extraordinary 



vision for a part of the world that knew the military might of Assyria, Babylon and Persia.  Nations 

not fighting, and swords being turned into ploughshares... would have sounded as unlikely then as it 

does now! 

 

Yet there's something compelling about Isaiah's vision.  It's like we know humanity has the God given 

creative potential to do extraordinary things for good.  Food production instead of warfare, and a 

world-wide sustainable peace.  In that imagined future everyone has access to clean drinking water; 

everyone has enough food; everyone has a home; everyone has access to health care and education; 

and somehow people are so satisfied with life that there is no need to learn or practice war 

anymore. 

 

Such a subversive vision threatens those who make substantial profit from war, and those who 

provoke it. Surely making such an audacious vision real is impossible!  We are flawed, broken, 

selfish, and powerless we might grumble to ourselves.  What difference could we make to the way 

that things unfold? 

 

In a garden of the New York based United Nations headquarters there is a large bronze sculpture of 

a man beating a sword into a ploughshare.  Inspired by this same verse from Isaiah, it was created by 

the Soviet artist Evgeny Vuchetich in the midst of the Cold War.  As the USSR and America built up 

their nuclear arsenals this sculpture was presented to the United Nations in 1959. 

 

In God's grace, the impossible happened, and the super powers stepped back from war.  The Berlin 

Wall was dismantled, Glasnost unbound nations held captive to the Soviet Union, and a new season 

of hope emerged.  And this de-escalation did not happen with a genie like God emerging from a 

cloud to grant wishes.  God did extraordinary things, through ordinary people, like you and me... just 

like the Christmas story reminds us each year. 

 

In the devastating fires that recently wreaked such harm to people and place a genie like God did not 

leap out of a cloud to bring rain. I think God did extraordinary things through ordinary people, like 

you and me, to control and contain those fires.  Rural fire service personnel were inspired to put 

their lives on the line day after exhausting day using wisdom and skills born from training and 

experience.  Many were moved to be generous to those who were fighting the fires and shared food 

and refreshment.  And... many were moved to open their homes to care for those who have lost 

beloved people, homes, stock, and livelihoods. 

 

So... what thing going on in the world disturbs you enough to engage with others to use your 

abilities and time to make a difference for good?  Surely God is in that? 

 

Let's pray... 

 

Holy God, we give thanks for the visions you give of how might live better together.  Guided by your 

Spirit, help us to be peace makers, hope bringers, and love sharers... recognising that we are 

ordinary people, and not Messiahs. We pray in the name of the One we call Emmanuel - God with 

us.  Amen. 


