Wheatley United Reformed Church
Sunday 22 December 2013 — Advent 4 (Year A)
Isa. 7.10-16; Ps. 80.1-7, 17-19; Rom. 1.1-7; Matt. 1.18-25
Jerusalem had its heaviest snowfall for seventy years a few days ago, and it must

have affected nearby Bethlehem too. For once, the language of our Christmas carols,
with their bleak midwinter scenes, would have made sense. Mind you, I’ve often
enough sung them when there’s been not a sign of snow falling upon snow; I can only
remember two proper white Christmases in southern England. But I mention this
because language often follows geography. During Advent we read passages of Old
Testament prophecy, about the blossoming of the wilderness, water springing up in
parched deserts, or deliverance from an expected invasion. For us, they can only be
metaphors. We can imagine industrial wastelands being greened over, or desolate
hearts being refreshed; we can invoke the Dunkirk spirit. But for the writers of the
Bible these hopes were rooted in the land as they knew it. Travelling eastwards from
the Mediterranean coast you climb into the hill country and then, within a few miles,
as you descend towards the Dead Sea, it quickly gives way to lifeless desert. Across
this in biblical days were the empires of the east, ever casting covetous eyes on the
little kingdom of Israel.

For reasons like that, the language of the Bible can sometimes be distant from us, not
only in terms of the centuries that have passed, but also because its images and the
crises to which they refer do not belong to the world we see around us in these islands.
That is why we need the help of our poets and our artists. If you’ve ever looked at
Stanley Spencer’s ‘The Resurrection, Cookham’ you’ll know what I mean, as people
clamber out of their graves in the churchyard in an unmistakeably English setting. So
this morning [ want to talk about the poem that has been the focus of our meditation
through the four Sundays of Advent, ‘Advent Calendar’, by Rowan Williams. It
paints a radically different series of pictures from those of the biblical prophets
because it is rooted in the landscapes of the British winter. But the message it reveals
shares a deep harmony with theirs.

Let’s begin with the title. I used to love Advent calendars when I was a child —
proper ones, I mean, not excuses to eat chocolate. Each little window opened up on to

a little part of the story which led up to Christmas. And this poem opens a series of



windows, too, four of them, to correspond with the four Sundays of the season. In
days gone by, the four Advent sermons would have focussed on the Four Last Things,
death, judgement, heaven and hell. We have become too squeamish for that. But the
poem helps to rescue Advent from being a mere countdown to Christmas and gives it
its more sombre traditional tones. Its focus is on birth emerging out of what seems a
dead world: the shroud of leaves on the earth, protecting the unseen growth beneath
and in due course themselves enriching the soil; the beauty of hard-frozen fields; the
darkness which opens our eyes to the glory of the night sky; and the difficult process
of birth itself, with its pain and its tears. The poem insists that the one who will come
1s intimately connected with our own awareness of the dark realities of human life. In
other words, his coming does not create a fantasy world of lights and tinsel and
presents and feasting which banishes the darkness for a few precious hours; it belongs
to the real world, in which we are born and die, in which love grows cold and attitudes
harden; in which tears and pain are our constant companions. This is where he will
come, to shine his light and grace and truth.

This is a poem which belongs to our northern latitudes. There are things I can’t help
noticing about how its language works, because I’ve spent so much of my life
analysing poetry. It’s made up largely of monosyllables, short, punchy words, rooted
in Anglo-Saxon, not Latin: every word of the first verse until ‘November’, for
example; and then as far as ‘choking’; a series of staccato bursts, fired at us, and very
concrete and vivid. They often use alliteration, to emphasize the sound: ‘last leaf’s
fall’, ‘the star-snowed fields of sky’; ‘blood’, ‘breaking’. There is also repetition,
most obviously in the six ‘he will comes’s; did you notice a similar pattern in our
opening hymn, ‘Hark the glad sound’, with its repeated ‘He comes’? But there’s also
‘one night’, ‘one morning’, ‘one evening’. All these techniques contribute to the art
of the poem. They show the artist in words sculpting the everyday language we use
into shapes which carry half-glimpsed new meanings. The images are powerful, even
if they are hard to understand. We shouldn’t worry about that — they are, after all,
similes, encouraging us to feel what this coming is like, not telling us what it is. We
can hear the wind tearing through the trees and see the leaves form a thick pile on the

earth. I am not so sure about the ‘alien, sword-set beauty’ of the second verse. Is it



that the shards of ice are like swords? That the world suddenly seems different, alien?
Is there a hint at our exclusion from the Garden of Eden by cherubim with flaming
swords? In poems, words often have several meanings at once, and we can also bring
our own interpretations to them. I am on surer ground in the third verse, where the
drawing up of the sheet and the penny-masking of the eye refer to the old custom of
placing pennies (the big, pre-decimal ones) on the eyes of corpses to keep them shut,
then covering them over with a sheet. And in the final verse, the imagery is that of
labour, of the earth itself as a mother, straining to bring forth this child.

Why, then, does Rowan Williams make such play of images of death in the poem —
the shroud, the frost, the rituals of laying-out the deceased? Partly, I think, to move us
away from the fantasy countdown to Christmas, of shopping and partying and
enforced jollity, but mostly to open our eyes to the real significance of the season. He
imagines this as a birth which comes as a new beginning for a world which has grown
old and dead with disappointment and grief. Do you remember T.S. Eliot’s famous
poem ‘The Journey of the Magi’? The three magi follow the star and come to the
stable with their gifts, but are left unsure of what it is they have witnessed. The
narrator concludes: ‘Were we led all that way for | Birth or Death? There was a Birth,
certainly, | We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, | But had
thought they were different; this Birth was | Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death,
our death. | We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, | But no longer at ease here, in
the old dispensation, | With an alien people clutching their gods. | I should be glad of
another death.’

Williams, like Eliot, is playing with the literal and the metaphorical meanings of
birth and death, as the Bible so often does. Do you remember Nicodemus, who came
to Jesus by night and was told that he needed to be born again? One of our earlier
poets, the seventeenth-century Welsh metaphysical Henry Vaughan, begins his poem
“The Night’ with this paradox: ‘Wise Nicodemus saw such light | as made him know
his God by night’. And do you remember Paul, who writes so often of the need to die
to our old way of living so that we may grow into the likeness of Christ? In our poem,
then, the coming of a child into the dark and frozen world bursts in as a sign of hope.

He will come into a world which is ours, with its massacres and refugees, the cries of



its children for an end to war and injustice; to our world, in which we fear the
darkness of the end and can scarcely believe that we are more than creatures of chance
who briefly inhabit a chaotic place. This little child will be born into that world and
share its pain. He will be poor and homeless, persecuted and killed, for bearing the
light of God and letting it shine to expose the evils we do and to call us to a more
fruitful way of living. Who among us does not long for a time when people stop
killing each other because they are taught to hate those who are other? Which of us
no longer feels at ease in this old dispensation of so much suffering and hope for a
way out? Is there anyone who would not welcome release from the prisons they have
made for themselves or society has spun around them?

This child’s will be a little light, a fragile flickering, in the midst of the surrounding
darkness. But if you receive it from him and carry it through your life, following in
his way in an act of trust and commitment, you will be given glimpses of peace and
freedom and opportunities to practise their healing arts, and the light will grow. That
is when the Christmas message is truly preached: when we begin to die to all that is of
death in us — our capacity to harm and to hate, to judge and to condemn — and begin to
live to all that is shown to us by the one this child will become. So let him come,
come like the last leaf’s fall, like frost, like dark, like blood and like breaking, to sow
seeds of hope in our dark earth, warm cold hearts, open our eyes to beauty, and bring
us to new birth in him; let him come as child, that we may grow with him and in him,

and be bearers of his light wherever the darkness threatens.



We light this candle as a symbol of the Prince of Peace.
May the visitation of your Holy Spirit, O God,
make us ready for the coming of Jesus, our hope and joy.

O come, O come, Emmanuel.



