Dear All
As you read this, we will be in the season of Advent.  I am typing this to you all, feeling satisfied that I have bought and wrapped nearly all my Christmas presents.  Those of you who don’t think about Christmas gifts until Christmas Eve will be thinking that I’m insane, whilst the people who bought all of their gifts in January will regard me as rather last minute! I love to spend time carefully choosing and giving presents to others and get a lot of joy from doing so. Giving gifts is one of my “love languages” – a way that I show my love for others.

However, in previous years I have found myself so distracted by present buying and delivering during December that if I’m honest I had lost sight of the real meaning of Advent and arrived at Christmas feeling exhausted and ready for it to be over.  Advent is a time that can so easily be swallowed up by the noise of the world — the rush for presents, the pressure of perfect celebrations and the endless lists of things to do. However, Advent should be a time to prepare our hearts and minds, rather than our shopping lists.  So, I’ve changed the way that I organise my calendar and now try to do my Christmas shopping by the end of November so that I can use Advent to prepare in a better way. 

Advent is a time of preparation and waiting, not just for the celebration of Christ’s birth at Bethlehem, but for His coming again in glory. It is not merely a countdown to Christmas; it is an invitation to take time to make room for Christ once more in our lives, our homes and our hearts.  To create the space that should ideally be there for Him in each of our lives, every day. 

In a world where Christmas has become all about the presents, Advent reminds us of the importance of presence — of being truly present to God and to one another. For we are preparing to celebrate the time when God showed his love for us by coming to be on the earth as a human; to be with us and to show us how to love and to live. 

The words from Matthew’s Gospel will soon be heard in the different services taking place across our Parish, which I hope you can join us at: “Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” (Matthew 1:23, NRSV) Emmanuel is one of the names that Jesus was given, reminding us that his presence meant “God with us”.  This same promise holds true for each of us today – for God is always with us, even in the quiet and the ordinary moments of our lives. 
Perhaps this Advent, we should all make time to pause amidst the busyness. to look, listen and to notice where God is already at work in and around us. As we are reminded in Psalm 46: “Be still, and know that I am God.”  

So, I challenge you to not get so caught up in the preparations and to have more time to be present to God and those around you.  The gift of being present is so important. We should live each hour of the day being in the moment rather than the past, or the future – always thinking through the list of things we need to get though. At our parish prayer meeting the other month I shared a passage from the Celtic Daily Prayer book about being present that I would like to leave with you here to think on:

“Hurry is an unpleasant thing in itself, but also very unpleasant for whoever is around it.  Some people came into my room and rushed in and rushed out and even when they were there they were not there – they were in the moment ahead or the moments behind.  Some people who came in just for a moment were all there, completely in that moment. Live from day to day, just from day to day.  If you do so, you worry less and live more richly.  If you let yourself be absorbed completely, if you surrender completely to the moments as they pass, you will live more richly in these moments.” (Celtic Daily Prayer pg.528)

May this Advent season be for us all a time of hope, reflection and joyful expectation. Amongst the busyness find time to be with God and with others.  When Christmas arrives, may it find us not exhausted, but renewed; ready to receive again the astonishing gift of God’s love made flesh in Jesus Christ. For the heart of Christmas is not the presents under the tree, but the presence of the One who came to dwell among us (John 1:14).

Karen
