Advent Wreath Reflective Service 2025
As we begin just be still. Ask God for the gift of time and his grace to journey into Advent.  
You might one of the bible greats but just tell God what you are bringing today. 
We begin Advent together, a new year begins, slowly, gently, breaking like the dawn only just noticeable on the horizon. 
We are waiting, watching and waiting. 
Waiting. This word directs our focus for something that has not yet happened. 
Our experiences of waiting are quite often uncomfortable. Waiting to open Christmas presents under the tree, waiting to hear news of a birth, waiting for the results of medical tests, waiting for exam results, the very word waiting leaves us paused, in an in-between time of not there yet. 
Most of us don’t do waiting easily. Our world exacerbates this. In a credit-driven society we are encouraged to have what we desire without delay.
There are many occasions when we want the waiting to be over. Though in Advent our waiting is full of meaning, it is transformative, it offers food for your soul to contribute to your life of reflection and prayer so that, in the presence of God, we might grow more fully into a way of being that is governed more by waiting than urgency and enables us to live more in the present than in the future. 
I am not so much a purist as to keep Christmas at bay till the 24th December, I enjoy the lights, the carols, the tree and increasing joy the season brings. 
But today, I offer a time to embrace and appreciate Advent and consider our waiting, considering this in the biblical view of time. Savouring the future, staying present and finding meaning in the act of waiting. This deep attention cannot help but transform us. 
Advent waiting enables us to recognise and embrace the glimmers of God’s presence in the world, that recalls how God’s historic yet ever present actions and that speaks the truth about the almost but not quite there yet nature of our Christian living. 
In the present moment and constantly beckoning us on in steadfast commitment to live the life we live in the now. 
In our churches we journey through Advent with the visual aid of an Advent wreath. This is what we will do now. Symbolically, the foliage for the wreath is gathered from the church yards from Aspenden, Westmill and Buntingford. 
I invite you now, to bring some foliage and we will make our wreath together. 
Traditionally each candle represents characters in the long run up to Jesus’ life. 
The first candle represents the Patriarchs, the word meaning father-leaders, usually of a tribe. Biblically this term would describe Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
We will consider Abraham’s story, a story of faith and also his wife Sarah, and her part in this. 
Abraham is called by God to leave taking with him Sarah and the wider family. 
We might consider this command by God as inspirational and amazing that God has called us to be part of his story. 
It boils down to, God saying leave everything you know and love and go somewhere else. I’m not telling you where this is yet, I’ll tell you when you get there. 
With God, the command is both to go and to come. To leave many things behind yet with God, the assurance of his accompanying us on the journey. 
God says to Abraham, don’t be afraid, I am your shield, your reward will be great. There are so many occasions when the command not to be afraid is said. God knows us intimately, knows our hearts can be frozen in fear. 
God’s promises to Abraham a son, an heir, and in the waiting, Abraham takes the matter into his hands and bears a child with Hagar. God’s promise still stands, Sarah will bear him a child. 
Abraham and Sarah had to wait and learn to wait on God, and for the proper unfolding of God’s plan. How often have we taken matters into our hands when we cannot stand the waiting any longer, when God seems absent?

The second candle represents the prophets, particularly those who prophesied of the ‘one who is to come’. 
Many of prophecies as written in Isaiah are part of our readings heading to Christmas, especially at a carol service. ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel’ ‘For a child has been born for us, a son is given to us….and he is named Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.’
As joyful as these sound to us, Isaiah’s overwhelming message here was of gloom and disaster. He talks of how God’s people, remember, these as the descendants of Abraham, are going to be overwhelmed by their enemy and disaster will befall them. 
Many of the prophet’s writings are warnings about the day of the Lord and to expect suffering and punishment. Yet despite these severe warnings, in Isaiah there is the light shining in the gloom, a future hope dawning beyond the current situation of despair. 
It is this light shining in the darkness for which we wait, and the season of advent calls us to readjust their eyes in that darkness so we can see glimmers of the Light of the world pointing us forwards to that ultimate fulfilment. 
In our waiting we are called to pray for God’s kingdom, to announce Jesus’ presence in our midst and to seek to bring about more and more of end times’ peace in our world now. 
The third candle represents John the Baptist. 
He discerns that God’s kingdom is close at hand, something very different is happening. He points continually to Jesus, born into poverty, in a nowhere place on the map, God incarnate in what seems an ordinary man. 
John stood waiting between the old and the new. 
He is a strange otherworldly character, resembling a prophet of old, living outside away from the commonplace communities. His message was disruptive, unsettling, he is the epitome of Advent, a figure in whom the past and the future meet in an explosive message for the present. 
His message is for repentance and baptism. Literally to turn and follow the opposite direction, that is repentance, and entire reorientation of everything the people knew and believed. 
John’s waiting for God’s fulfilment was so disruptive and unsettling to people in power, is brought about his death. John is killed before witnessing any fulfilment of his message. 
John’s waiting is active and edgy. John lived out his life in repentance and reorientation, he says ‘He must increase and I must decrease.’ His message is still as relevant to us now as it calls us to action. Repentance, reorientation, moving ourselves out of the centre of our lives so that there is room there for Jesus. John was a challenging the people then, he still is now to us. 
The fourth candle represents Mary, the waiting is almost over. All the hopes and dreams of the biblical narrative over hundreds of years, all in the waiting of nine months. 
Mary awaited Jesus’ birth as any expectant mother would and the waiting which she had to do for his whole life and beyond. Hers is a lifetime of waiting. 
The announcement by Gabriel is met with her words ‘let it be with according to your word.’ 
Mary is more perturbed when the angel first greets her than when she has learned the content of the message. She is perplexed by the greeting and ponders what sort of greeting this might be. 
Is Gabriel’s greeting good or bad, to be seen as a curse or a blessing? To be in receipt of God’s favour , especially beloved and grated his presence can only mean that Mary’s life is about to be turned upside down. She is right to be disturbed. 
Mary is someone whose whole life was shaped by waiting. She had no choice other than to wait. From the first encounter with Gabriel, waiting for Jesus’ birth, through his life bringing up her son, and in his awful death. 
Mary is present in many of the gospel stories, very often a silent figure. It is apparent, we know very little of her. Her life was shaped by waiting but we do not know how she coped with this. Was she someone who found depth and comprehension in waiting or was her waiting filled with frustration and irritation. Could she see clearly who Jesus was? Could she recognise God’s completion in him?
We are called to a life of waiting. That will finally bring completion and fulfilment at the end of all things. 
From the book ‘The Meaning is in the Waiting’ by Paula Gooder
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