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Credo for First Sunday of Advent, 1st December 2002,

Fr Francis Marsden


This Sunday evening our parish hosts the ecumenical Advent Praise Service for our small town of Adlington. We have these joint services a few times a year, to which the keener members of the Anglican and the Methodist/United Reformed joint congregations dutifully turn up, and we rotate the venue from church to church.

At the bi-monthly clergy fraternal recently we were discussing ideas for the format of the Advent service. Someone suggested a carol concert adopting the format of the “Sing one for the Lad” jamboree which I believe is taking place at Manchester United football stadium in early December.


Here at St Joseph’s we try not to sing Christmas carols before Christmas – and even to reserve “O come, O come, Emmanuel” until 17th December - so I was quite relieved when the Vicar interjected: “I think I’d rather celebrate Advent first.”


Since a part of the ecumenical venture is to learn about each other’s traditions, I think that rather than inventing a “hymn sandwich” service from scratch, we might try celebrating the Office of Readings for the day and Evening Prayer, with all the psalms chanted – along with an explanation of how this derives from the monastic office. It means more work writing out psalm tones and photocopying, but it would be more worthwhile. 

After all, personally I much prefer a sung Anglican Evensong to ecumenically manufactured liturgies. One feels one is within a hallowed tradition of prayer which has sanctified and withstood the centuries – and again, Cranmer’s English Evensong was an abbreviation of the medieval monastic rites.

“I think I’d rather celebrate Advent first.” Our Vicar’s comment hits the mark precisely. The world and the flesh, not to mention the devil, seem to conspire to deprive us of the season of Advent. Last week, when like a thoroughly modern clergyman, I was pushing my trolley around Asda, I was gratefully relieved to find that the fairy lights and tinsel were as yet little in evidence, and that Jingle Bells Muzak had not yet begun to torture the customers over the PA system. 

Is misanthropy a symptom of the mid-life crisis?  Am I alone in finding the forced cash-till jollity of 1st-23rd December so depressing. It’s the season of the year to avoid the crowded shops as much as possible, with the exception of a few presents for nearest and dearest. And please, spare me “We wish you a merry Christmas” until Christmas Eve at the earliest. “I think I’d rather celebrate Advent first.”

The rush to anticipate Christmas – one can excuse school Christmas concerts which understandably have to be held within term-time – wrecks Advent and leaves people with nothing to do during the Christmas Octave, or indeed the Twelve Days of Christmas. Come the 27th , the crowds are queuing for the January sales, or buying in more booze for the New Year’s Eve parties. 

So what hope for a prayerful and peaceful Advent, that expectant season of reflection upon the human condition and waiting for redemption?

The old calendar year of 2002 is dwindling to its close. Nearly all the trees around our church have now shed their foliage. Only a young horse chestnut and hornbeam, sheltered by the high sycamores, still retain some golden leaves. As usual, the flat sacristy roof became a paddling pool, as leaves blocked the downspout,m so up the ladder I went. 

The nursery school started complaining about rain pouring in to their classrooms. Clambering upon on the roof of our 1872 old school building, I found that it was the old, old problem. The lead-lined valleys between the ridges had choked up with decomposing leaves and mud, which causes them to overflow and leak through the rafters. And Father, some slates blew off in the high winds. I ought to have trained as a roofer.

Our cemetery is still drying out after the recent torrential rains. The last burial I did was in a worthy repetition of Noah’s flood. The gravedigger had the pump in the grave till the very last moment: “It’s coming in faster than I can take it out, Father.” The coffin looked suspiciously as if it was beginning to float.

A newly retired pensioner has set himself to tidying our cemetery I must have looked a bit surprised when I saw him working there. “I didn’t know you were doing this,” I remarked. “You don’t need permission to do good, Father, do you,” he replied.  “No, certainly not, I’m very grateful,” I agreed. “Would you like a key to the toolstore? – you might find the rake or the spades there come in useful. Or you can shelter if the rain comes on heavy.”  So I got him a new key cut.

All this talk of priestless parishes misses the point – who will actually look after the day to day running of the parish buildings and land? Who will coordinate the parishioners’ efforts? Or will our churches end up looking like so many of those unpriested French parishes, dingy and unkempt, with broken leaded lights, litter in the portals and a single tatty notice on a locked door: “Messe, dimanches, 10 heures.”  It needs a constant input of energy and time just to keep abreast of the ravages of wear and tear and vandalism. It is energy and time dedicated voluntarily by our four thousand parish priests in the UK, because they love God and their people. Lay help will not come at so cheap a price.

“I think I’d rather celebrate Advent first.” The old year runs to its close, and already the new liturgical year begins. Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor and our bishops must wish they could slam the door shut on an annus horribilis with its media feeding frenzy about a handful of child-abusing priests. 

Will the tabloids now turn to some of the other 18,500 on the sex-offenders register, we wonder? Or even the 110,000 men convicted of sexual offences against women or children? (The 110,000 figure comes from Mr Harry Fletcher, assistant general secretary of the National Association of Probation Officers.) 

Or will they and the BBC, with a dedication worthy of Goebbels, continue to promote the myth of the “paedophile priest,” so that the sins of less than 30 convicted offenders besmirch all 5000 priests and one million practising Catholics in the UK? Anti-Catholicism is the new anti-Semitism, but we knew that already. Churchmen who unwisely put their trust in cosying up to the British Establishment have seen the Beast turn nasty and bite them in the jugular.

“I think I’d rather celebrate Advent first.” The season of Advent, as a preparation for the celebration of Christ’s Nativity, dates back probably to the fourth century. In the sixth century, St Gregory of Tours mentions a penitential period, known as “St Martin’s Lent”, lasting from November 11th to Christmas, during which people fasted three days a week. St Gregory the Great has sermons for Five Sundays of Advent but these were reduced to four by Pope Gregory VII (d. 1089). 

Essentially, the Advent season was one of fasting, works of penance, prayer and meditation, “to prepare to celebrate worthily the coming (adventus) of the Son of God in the flesh, to promote His spiritual advent within their own souls, and to school themselves to look forward with hope and joy to His second advent, when He shall come again to judge mankind” (Addis and Arnold). 

I say “Advent was” rather than “Advent is,” because nowadays, to be honest, we seem to have lost it. 

The Old Testament readings for the Advent season come predominantly from Isaiah. Along with the Gospels, they strike the keynotes of preparation, watchfulness, compunction and hope.   

The last three Sundays we have heard warnings about the final account we must render to God: the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids, the parable of the talents, the Last Judgement. This weekend it is simply: “Be on your guard, stay awake, because you never know when the time will come.”

For the first time, this Advent we will have a Jesse tree, courtesy of our Children’s Liturgy group. The children will make decorations which symbolise events or people in the history of salvation: the sun, moon and stars represent the creation, an apple reminds us of the Fall, an ark or dove stands for the Flood, the burning bush for Moses, a harp for King David, a temple for Solomon, and so on down the prophets and the genealogy of Christ. Finally comes the Angel of the Annunciation, a rose or lily for Our Lady, and those decorative silver balls, but inscribed with IHS or the chi-rho for Christ. I look forward to seeing how it all works out. 

