
1 Advent B  The three (or four) sounds of Christmas 

 

At this time of year, as we approach Christmas, there are normally a few distinctive 

sounds: shopping centres play loops of Jingle Bells and Santa Claus is coming to 

town; in the church we sing typical advent hymns, like O Come O come Emmanuel, 

and then there are the sounds of arguments and scuffles on Black Friday; the sounds 

of 'peace on Earth and Goodwill to men' drowned out by “Let go, I got the telly 

first!”. But things are a bit different this year. Online shopping lacks the theatre! 

 

There is another sound; a sound we may only hear this year when the others are 

silent: It is the clarion call of the prophet, whether that is Isaiah, or Jesus himself 

saying “Stay Awake!”, and John the Baptist saying “Prepare a way for the Lord”. On 

the last three Sundays of Advent we focus on the persons of John the Baptist and 

Mary, but today, we look forwards rather than backwards. At this moment, at the 

beginning of Advent, it is necessary to take some time to think not of the first coming 

of Christ but of his second coming, and heed his words of warning to us. 

 

It is worth noting that Advent recalls the past acts of God, not for the sake of 

nostalgia, but to help us look to the future with hope. We don’t just extend our present 

condition into the future; the way things are now doesn’t control how they will be. 

Present circumstances may offer no evidence of future fulfilment; but during Advent 

we learn to, "hope against hope" (Romans 4:18). 

 

The situation of the people Isaiah was writing to in the first reading can shed some 

light on this idea. He was writing to the exiles in Babylon, whose lives had been 

shattered, whose futures had been ripped out from under them, and for whom the idea 

of hope was a very thin thread. They had no reason to hope, no reason to believe that 

God was there for them or that He would deliver them or allow them to return to their 

homeland. For 70 years they waited, and then the Babylonian empire was overthrown 

by the Persians and they were able to go home. 

 

Despite their sins: "our sin blew us away like the wind", Israel’s prayer recalls that 

God created the people: "You, Lord, yourself are our Father, Our Redeemer is your 

ancient name", and how once God redeemed them from slavery. That prayer 

articulates that the enslaved people cannot save themselves from their present 

situation. What was true for the exiles is true for many people in the world today. The 



present is a period of suffering for large populations around the globe. The world 

can’t get better on its own. We need divine intervention: we need Advent hope, we 

need the coming of Christ. We can’t merely "prepare for Christmas" without that 

help. We need and pray for an intervention by God. We need a Messiah. 

 

All too often we think we can get by, and even thrive, by ourselves, without the help 

of God. The truth is that we cannot, and we need God to come again into our lives, 

especially any areas where we have shut him out. And Advent is the best time to do 

that, to start the new Liturgical year with a renewed sense of purpose and hope, a 

resolved will to 'prepare a way for the Lord'. I am sure that God does not want to see 

the way the world has become, with fanaticism and extremism in the Middle East, 

racial riots in America, and all the poverty and inequality we see all round us. That is 

where we end up if we do not listen to God; a broken fractured world. 

 

God has plans to bring about another world through Jesus Christ. Those who are 

ready and awake will know when God comes and how to respond to God’s presence. 

Advent awakens us to realize we have invested our treasure in the wrong places and 

that world must end. The master, whom we serve, is coming to help us awaken from 

sleep so we can put aside our false world and rebuild our house on rock. "God is 

faithful" – Paul’s words will accompany us through any change or adjustment we 

must make in our lives. This is the God Isaiah evokes as he imagines us as clay to be 

formed by our God, "the potter," and reminds us, "we are all the work of your hands.” 

 

Today’s selection from Mark is a gospel for hard times. This was certainly true for the 

community for whom Mark wrote. To name just a few problems the early Christian 

community faced: Jerusalem was destroyed in the year 70; Christians were 

persecuted by both religious and political authorities; the new faith had torn families 

apart; false prophets were predicting Christ’s imminent return. Who could blame 

these early Christians for asking, "Where is Jesus now that we need him? Has he 

forgotten us? When is he going to return?" 

 

What about us, all these years later? We may not be going through what the early 

Christian community did in Mark’s time. But some communities in the world and 

individuals among us, certainly are. We need to pray for them, and for all who are 

struggling, to use this time of grace to pray for hope, for courage, and for a better 

future. To do this we need to listen to God and to prepare a way for the Lord. 


