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Happy New Year – the first Sunday of the church’s year when we 

turn from the Gospel according to St Luke to that of Matthew.  

I don’t wish to sound sacrilegious but I think that we should call 

this time in our church calendar January, after Janus, the Roman 

god who guarded houses. Janus had two faces, so he could look in 

two directions at the same time – handy if you are guarding a 

gate way. And during Advent we are looking in two different 

directions at the same time, making us so out of step with the 

world around us, where people are only looking in one direction. 

For at least a month now the retail world has been putting on a 

show – one which rarely if ever has the birth of a child at its 

heart – it’s all about fairy tales and Santa’s grotto and spend, 

spend, spend – and now such woe as some people don’t have money 

to spend – and what will that do for the Treasury’s income? We 

buy cards which say ‘Season’s Greetings’ rather than ‘Happy 

Christmas’ because we don’t want to offend. I am told that in 

America you can’t call the upcoming celebrations Christmas – that 

might offend some people, so you have to say ‘Happy Holidays’! 

So the church – we – if we have the courage, become a slight 

voice amidst the cacophony of commercialism. Amidst the 

Christmas lights in shops and house windows, lighting a single 

candle today seems somewhat feeble – but that feebleness is in 

fact a strong statement, a still small voice in the midst of the 

clamorous proclamation of the high street.  

We will gather weekly in church to celebrate the cycle of the 

Advent liturgy – it has a feeling of protest about it – not yet, not 

yet, it’s not time yet. 

Observing Advent, instead of diving into Christmas in the middle 

of November, or even October, does have a feeling of protest 

about it, as we proclaim that we are waiting for God, we are 

centred on God, we anticipate God’s coming before we celebrate 

the fact that he came.  

So, we do look back to the coming of God in Jesus, and we also 

look forward to his return. This season gives us a time to reflect, 

to look back and to look forward. Today’s readings give us an 

opportunity to look forward to the coming of Christ at the end of 

time – or time as we perceive it.  Next week we will look at the 

towering figure of John the Baptist, who prepared the way for 

the coming of the Messiah, and we will follow John into the week 



of Advent 3, until in week 4 we will meet Joseph, who had many 

struggles before he realised he was being called by God to 

support Mary and her infant son. And then we will arrive at ‘The 

Big Day’, the second biggest in our calendar, the feast which 

challenges us to move on from wondering over this baby born into 

poverty and oppression and become active followers of the man 

he grew up to be. 

Look back at Christmas with joy and thanksgiving, look forward 

to Jesus coming again; and put as much energy into that as you 

will be putting into preparing for the coming feast. 

Having said all that, I would like to make a few comments about 

today’s Psalm. I know I have written at least one sermon on a 

psalm before now, But I can’t remember how many years ago that 

was. Can any of you remember hearing a homily on a Psalm? 

‘I was glad when they said unto me’! Some of you may be able to 

sing that first line. – And if you can, you will probably be singing 

from the anthem written by Sir Hubert Parry for the coronation 

of King Edward VII in 1902. Redolent of Empire, unashamed of 

slavery, proud of having stripped the colonies of everything they 

could get to make Britain wealthy (well – a few people in Britain 

wealthy) - and I say Britain advisably because Scotland was not 

exempt from all this evil – I was at a church in Galloway last 

week end, a beautiful building, built on the inheritance of the 

slave trade – this wasn’t just an English activity. Could people of 

colour have souls? Probably not! All perfectly acceptable by 

polite Victorian society! 

Perry’s music speaks of the power of empire, the power of 

political, military and religious elites, all singing of the strong 

walls that enfold their peaceful and prosperous city – a city that 

is bound firmly together (v3). This psalm, this song, is a song by 

and for the powerful. ‘Pray for the peace of Jerusalem’, we are 

instructed. Could you sing this song if you are a Palestinian 

Moslem or a Palestinian Christian? ‘Pray for the peace of 

Jerusalem’. Of course you could, do we not all want peace in 

Jerusalem? Peace with justice, peace with recognition of the 

worth of all people. Read this psalm as if you are not part of the 

empire builders, not part of the colonial exploiters, read this 

psalm as if you are part of the underside of life, the oppressed, 

the exploited – what does it say to you then? It then subverts all 

we know about the violence which upholds empire and instead 

dreams of a city redeemed. This psalm then offers a place for 

refuge, a place for making praise, a place where there is justice, 



a place where people can live in peace. If we are going to go to 

the house of the Lord, there, there must be surely a place for 

refuge such as was given to the generation who fled Egypt during 

what we call the Exodus. 

Is Britain a House of the Lord for those escaping persecution? 

Can they come here to praise God, to give thanks to the name of 

the Lord, whatever name they call him by? Do we seek to give 

justice to those who call to us, or do we just want to get rid of 

them? The House of the Lord should be a place of justice not of 

blind rejection. 

The name Israel means ‘one who has struggled with God’. Will 

Israel now struggle with God, rejecting the people who want 

justice in that land? Or will the Govt. walk away from justice in 

favour of exclusivism? It makes my heart bleed. The God of 

Israel has always been cosmos-creator and committed saviour; 

transcendent and imminent – now, and yet to come – the God who 

was, who is, who is to come. He sits on a throne not to lord it 

over people but to offer righteous judgement. 

People who are oppressed can sing this psalm not as a 

glorification of their oppressors but as a joyful hymn of praise 

for the God who will eventually bring peace and justice. 

Jerusalem! Jerusalem! Last week brought bombs, death and 

injuries. Jesus wept over you. We look at the world today – more 

bombing in Ukraine, more pointless killings in America, more 

arrests of protestors in Iran, we look at economic turmoil here 

at home and we can join in Jesus’ tears as he looks over the city. 

Perhaps we should cry out for the promised House of the Lord 

where we can find refuge and new belief, peace for the world 

here and now, as well as to come. 

Yes, we can pray for the peace of Jerusalem. We also need to 

pray for the justice of God. 

And one final thought – ‘I was glad when they said unto me, we 

will go to the house of the Lord’.  Have you thought about saying 

to someone ‘Would you like to come with me to church on 

Christmas day?’ They might be glad you said that – and if 

someone asks you ‘what are you doing for Christmas?’ say – I’m 

going to church – would you like to come with me?’ 

 

 


