Bangor Abbey

Advent Sunday

Be watchful, wakeful, ready, prepared for the unexpected.  That's the message of the Gospel reading this morning as we enter on the Advent Season – which prepares us for the coming of Jesus at Christmas and warns us to be ready for the second coming of Christ at the end of all things.

This is of course also a day of celebration as you celebrate 50 years since the Abbey was re-opened and re-established as a parish.  I’m delighted to be here with you this morning – and to bring greetings from the Scottish Episcopal Church  It will be 25 years next February since I left here.  So that covers nearly half of the 50 year anniversary which you also celebrate today.  Most of that time I spent in Portadown until we moved to Scotland

On the wall of my Office in Perth is a picture the east end of the Abbey which was given to me when I left.  It shows Kenneth Webb's mural – startlingly dramatic and unexpected.  I often think about it – about the missionary saints of Bangor, Gall, Comgall and Columbanus.  They link with people like Columba of Iona – another important piece of Irish/Scottish connection for me.  But most of all I think about the people who decided to commission the mural and install it.  Because it’s surprising and unexpected.  Churches don’t do things like that – somebody might have had the idea but others would have talked them out of it.

What churches are good at is what we celebrate today – faithful constancy, continuity and survival.  Empires and even currencies pass away – but churches endure – year upon year and generation upon generation.   That's what's wonderful about them.  It's how I sleep at night as the leader of a small and sometimes fragile denomination.  Churches endure – the torch of faith is passed from one generation to another.  Saints arise in every generation.  In every church which I visit I find that small group of people who give of themselves without reserve to sustain the life of the church in their time.  

There is of course a shadow side – a darker side to all of this.  Most of us who spend our lives around churches have a love/hate relationship with them.  One person's faithful continuity is another's dogged conservatism – contentment passes over very quickly into complacency – independence becomes a determined refusal to engage with context.

So as you enter the next 50 years, the Advent message is not about continuity but about awakening people for the coming of Christ.  And that's a big challenge in a secular society - which remains unmoved by that.  And you will have noticed that the faithful continuity has been getting more difficult as well.  There's plenty of spirituality around – or so they say – but people are cautious about committing and they value the freedom to choose what to do with their time.

Secular society lives with its own illusions and fantasies.  The crisis through which we are living is all about the painful reality that those things in which we put our trust have proved to be just that – illusions and fantasies.  No the economic cycle has not been abolished.  No higher levels of education and better understanding of the laws of economics have not abolished human greed and stupidity.  No you cannot build your security – and be concerned about the environment – if you are committed to an economic model which assumes or requires perpetual economic growth.  

So the language of scripture is closer to the mark than we first realise.  It is about awakening – and about urgency.  What is a church for in 2010 if not that.   We are fortunate to live in a society which is tolerant – but it is also indifferent.  It is stable but it is also complacent.

So here is the wake-up call.  Recognise that the things in which we put our trust are not trustworthy.  Recognise that we need to search and explore for the meanings of things.  Be prepared – as Baden Powell said to the Scouts – be ready – meaning – be aware of what is happening around us and be ready to respond.  Don't just assume that if I am all right everything is all right.  Open your vision and your heart to recognise that the world is a place of suffering and injustice.

I wish you well in all that you undertake in God's name – drawing on your rich heritage of faith – of brave faith from former times – to be God's people in today's times – watchful and ready – and helping others to wake up out of sleep

