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Advent 4 B                        18/12/2011   

Luke 1.26-38

Some moments of stillness
There’s something of a tradition among Anglican preachers of exhorting congregations during Advent to make sure they have time, amidst the bustle of Christmas preparations, to be still and prayerful, and reflect on the real meaning of it all.

However, when I was interviewed for this post at St Mark’s, I promised Shev and Rachel, who interviewed me, that I’d never preach that classic Advent sermon– partly because I think it’s  clichéd, partly because it may be asking something unrealistic of people to make time, when they’re probably stressed and overburdened, and partly because it could be just one more way of making us all feel guilty about what we fail to do.

So, today, instead of asking you to find time to reflect, I’m going to give you time –part of the time it would normally take me to preach a sermon, in fact. And I’m inviting you to use this morning’s Gospel story as the starting point for a short reflection, or meditation, or prayer (call it what you will).  In a minute or two, I’m going to read the story again, quite slowly, and then ask you to sit in silence holding it in mind for 5 minutes.  When that time is completed, I’ll read the passage through once again, and maybe, by the grace of God, you’ll find something illuminated in it by the reflection in silence which has gone before.

Now, how you do this reflection in silence will depend very much on the kind of person you are. Here are just a few suggestions, for different kinds of people: if you’re a ‘wordy’ person, you may like to take your pew slip in hand (as quietly as possible, please, without flapping it about!) and read through the passage for yourself very deliberately, stopping whenever you come to any word or phrase which arrests your attention. When you find such a word or phrase, pause with it – reflect on it, pray around it, repeat it over and over  in your mind, make it into your own prayer; do what the old collect says: in some way or other, ‘read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest’ it.
Or you may be a more visual kind of person: in which case, you might like to compose the scene when the angel appeared to Mary in your mind’s eye, and perhaps in some sense enter into it. Feel what’s going on through what you see and hear. Perhaps what you feel as you look will carry a message for you. It doesn’t matter if your visualisation is influenced by some picture of the Annunciation which you know, or even a film...these things were created by people before us precisely to feed our meditations. But if, on the other hand, your visualisation is completely unique to you – that’s good, too. Just trust the Holy Spirit.
Other people may like simply to choose a phrase from the story, such as ‘do not be afraid’, or some other  simple Advent prayer, such as ‘come, Lord Jesus’, and repeat it over and over,  because they know this is the kind of prayer which leads their minds into the stillness of waiting and loving which Advent and Annunciation  are all about.
However you choose to meditate or pray, if you’re distracted by people around you, or sounds outside, acknowledge the distractions, try to weave them briefly into your prayer, and  then come back to the heart of what  you were trying to do. Do the same if you’re distracted by thoughts or preoccupations in your own head – try to bring them into contact with something going on in the story of Gabriel’s announcement, and then let go…

----
But that’s enough of giving guidance for what to do in the silence. Let’s try now, all together, to enter into it. I hope we’ll find, like the Quakers, that entering silence corporately helps each of us individually to be drawn in more deeply.
I’m going to return to my place to sit down, and as I do, I invite you, please, make yourself comfortable in your seat; plant your securely feet on the floor, if you can; find a resting place for your hands; sit up, if possible, but not  stiff like a ram-rod – let  your shoulders relax,  close your eyes gently, and become aware for a few seconds, of your breathing…
----

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you.’ But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.’ Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ Then the angel departed from her.
[Re-read at the end. Then say:

We’re going to move on from this story, now. It’s a story of faith and trust. Let’s  all stand, and on the basis of our own trust – imperfect though it may be  - make our profession of faith in the words found in the centre of our service booklet.]
