Readings, Reflections and Prayers for the Advent Season 2021

(Thursday afternoons at 3 pm on Zoom, on 2, 9, 16 and 23 December, continuing on 30 December
and 6 January to Epiphany)
Selection by Sylvia Pick, read by Philipa and Sylvia

Readings for the Fourth Week in Advent
Journeying
Collect for the 4th Sunday in Advent, BCP
O Lord, raise up (we pray thee) thy power, and come among us, and with great might
succour us; that whereas, through our sins and wickedness, we are sore let and hindered
in running the race that is set before us, thy bountiful grace and mercy may speedily
help and deliver us; through the satisfaction of thy Son our Lord, to whom with thee and
the Holy Ghost be honour and glory, world without end. Amen
Elizabeth Jennings, The Visitation
She had not held her secret long enough
To covet it but wished it shared as though
Telling would tame the terrifying moment
When she, most calm in her own afternoon,
Felt the intrepid angel, heard
His beating wings, his voice across her prayer.
This was the thing she needed to impart,
The uncalm moment, the strange interruption,
The angel bringing pain disguised as joy,
But mixed with this was something she could share
And not abandon, simply how
A child sprang in her like the first of seeds.
And in the stillness of that other day
The afternoon exposed its emptiness,
Shadows drift from light, the long road turning
In a dry sequence of the sun. And she
No apprehensive figure seemed,
Only a moving silence though the land.
And all her journeying was a caressing
Within her mind of secrets to be spoken.
The simple fact of birth soon overshadowed
The shadow of the angel. When she came
Close to her cousin’s house she kept

Only the message of her happiness.
And those two women in their quick embrace
Gazed at each other with looks undisturbed
By men or miracles. It was the child
who laid his shadow on their afternoon
By stirring suddenly, by bringing
Back the broad echoes of those beating wings.

Taize window - Visitation

Luke 2, 1 -7, KJ Bible
And it came to pass in those days that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus’
that all the world should be taxed.
(And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.)
And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city.
And Joseph also went up from Galilee, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem;
( because he was of the house and lineage of David:)
To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child.

And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should
be delivered.
And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid
him in a manger, because there was no room for the in the inn.

Vernon Scannell, Song for a Winter Birth
Under the watchful lights
A child was born;
From a mortal house of flesh
Painfully torn.
And we, who later assembled
To praise or peer,
Saw merely an infant boy
Sleeping there.
Till he awoke and stretched
Small arms wide
And for food or comfort
Quavering cried.
A cry and attitude
Rehearsing in small
The deathless death still haunting
The place of the Skull.
Outside, in the festive air,
We lit cigars,
The night was nailed to the sky
With hard bright stars.

The Anonymous Epistle to Diognetus (2nd Century) Tr. H.J. Richards ( 1921- )
The Almighty himself, Creator of the universe,
the God whom no eye can discern,
has sent down from heaven his very own Truth,
his holy Word,
to be planted in the heart of the human race.
To do this, one might have imagined he would send
some servant, some angel, some prince.
But no. He has sent
the very Artificer and Constructor of the universe,
through whom the heavens were made,
and the seas were set within their bounds,
whose word is obeyed by the very elements of creation,
who assigns the sun the limits of its course by day,
and commands the moon to unveil its beams by night,
and orders the obedient stars to circle the heavens.
He is the Ordainer, Disposer and Ruler of all things,
of all that is in heaven and earth,
of the seas and all that they contain,
of fire, and air, and the deep,
of all that is above and below and in between.
Such is the Messenger God sent to the human race.
One might have imagined that his coming
would be in power, terror and awesomeness.
But no. His coming was in gentleness and humility.
God sent him as a king might send his own son,
and he came among us as a fellow human being.
For God would save us by persuasion, not by compulsion,
(there is no compulsion to be found in God)
and he sent him not to judge us, but out of love.

U. A. Fanthorpe, BC-AD
This was the moment when Before
Turned into After, and the future’s
Uninvented timekeepers presented arms.
This was the moment when nothing
Happened. Only dull peace
Sprawled boringly over the earth.
This was the moment when even energetic Romans
Could find nothing better to do
Than counting heads in remote provinces.
And this was the moment
When a few farm workers and three
Members of an obscure Persian sect
Walked haphazard by starlight straight
Into the kingdom of heaven.

The Celtic Tradition
This night is the long night,
It will snow and it will drift,
White snow there will be till day,
White moon there will be till morn.
This night is the eve of the Great Nativity,
This night is born Mary Virgin’s Son,
This night is born Jesus, Son of the King of glory,
This night is born to us the root of our joy,
This night gleamed the sun of the mountains high,
This night gleamed sea and shore together,
This night was born Christ the King of greatness
Ere it was heard that the glory had come,
Heard was the wave upon the strand
ere ’twas heard that his foot had reached the earth,
Heard was the song of the angels glorious,
This night is the long night.

Francis Thomson (1859 -1907) Christ Present
O world invisible, we view thee,
O world intangible we touch thee,
O world unknowable , we know thee,
inapprehensible, we clutch thee!
Does the fish soar to find the ocean,
the eagle plunge to find the air —
that we ask of stars in motion
if they have rumours of thee there?
Not where the wheeling systems darken,
and our benumbed conceiving soars! —
The drift of pinions, would we hearken,
beats at our own clay-shuttered doors.
The angels keep their ancient places;—
turn but a stone, and start a wing!
’Tis ye, ’tis your estranged faces,
that miss the many splendoured thing.
But (when so sad thou canst not sadder)
cry; —and upon thy so sore loss
shall shine the traffic of Jacob’s ladder
pitched between Heaven and Charing Cross.
Yea, in the night, my soul, my daughter,
cry, — clinging Heaven by the hems;
And lo, Christ walking on the water
not of Gennesareth, but Thames!
Ronald Blythe, Christmas Afternoon
Home from Little Horkesley Church and a turmoil of children to a roaring fire and a
blizzard of cards. I have said farewell to the medieval wooden knight and his ladies and
seen that they are stuck about with holly, and to Jane Austen’s ancestor in the sanctuary,
and to the cheery mob, and now the feast is my own. I will eat chicken and drink port
and read a life of John Winthrop and answer telephone calls from Sydney (Australia).
They will begin with banter about the weather, their heat, my cold. Their beach, my
snow laden house. Except it is not un-springlike, a nippy wind notwithstanding...
John Winthrop lived a few miles from Wormingford. The entire area was known as the
Godly people of the Stour Valley. Puritans all and determined to be the Godly people of
Massachusetts Bay. As a boy I used to imagine them setting out in their wagons for the
coast and turning at the crossroads to watch their farmhouses vanishing from sight, this

house maybe. I thought of their first Christmas in 1630, an abolished feast, and some
lurking hankering for a revel. Winthrop, the Governor of this fraction of Massachusetts,
and as such an ancestor of the White House wrote in his journal : ‘ The wind comes from
the northwest very strong and some snow.’ and that it was ‘so cold as some had their
fingers frozen and in some danger to be lost.’ On Christmas day they ate clams, mussels,
ground nuts and acorns, and made such big fires that they burnt some of the houses
down. Hezekiah Woodward said that Christmas was ‘the old Heathens’ Fasting Day’, in
honour to Saturn their Idol-God, the Papists Massing Day, and the Profane Man’s
Ranting Day, the Superstitious Man’s Idol Day, the Multitude’s Idle Day, Satan’s - that
Adversary’s - Working Day and the True Christians Fasting Day’ and that he was more
persuaded ‘no one thing more hindereth the Gospel - than Christmas.’ So Scrooge was
right after all. The new Governor allowed some Valentine customs. He had been married
three times and wrote exquisite letters to his second wife. ‘Thou must be my wife, for
none hath challenged me.’…The Godly folk of Massachusetts might have cut out the
romps - including ball games in the muddy street, but would they have talked so much
about Scripture that their tongues drowned out the angels’ song? God must have a
special earplug for Christmas so that he can listen to such words as the Eastern
Orthodox Church kept by them for this annual happiness.
‘Christ is born, give glory, Christ comes from heaven, meet him. Christ is on earth, be
exalted. O all the earth, sing unto the Lord, and sing praises in gladness, O all ye people,
for he has been glorified.’
But we now have two Bethlehems, the ‘little town' of the carol, like the Child lying so
still, and that concrete city on the screen with the tanks blundering through Manger
Square, and yet they remain one and the same Birthplace. And as the year ends once
more, profoundly, among the pretty litter, the log ash and the soft rain.

The Celtic Tradition

Let us weigh wisely, let
us wonder at
Wonders
accomplished,
Nothing more
wondrous in this
world ever
Will men’s lips tell of,
God coming to us, he that created
All of creation,
As God and as man, and God as a man
Equally gifted.

Tremendous, tiny, powerful, feeble,
Cheeks fair of colour,
Wealthy and needy, Father and Brother,
Maker of brothers,
This, sure, is Jesus, whom we should welcome
As Lord of rulers,
Lofty and lowly, Emmanuel,
Honey to think on.
An ox and an ass, the Lord of this world,
A manger is his,
Bundle of hay instead of a cradle
For our Lord of hosts,
Psalm 46, BCP
God is our hope and strength: a very present help in trouble.
Therefore will we not fear, though the earth be moved: and though the hills be carried
into the midst of the sea;
Though the waters thereof rage and swell:
and though the mountains shake at the tempest of the same.
The rivers of the flood shall make glad the city of God:
the holy place of the tabernacle of the most Highest.
God is in the midst of her, therefore shall she not be removed: God shall help her , and
that right early.
The heathen make much ado, and the kingdoms are moved: but God hath shewed his
voice, and the earth shalt melt away.
The Lord of hosts is with us : the God of Jacob is our refuge.
O come hither and behold the works of the Lord: what destruction he hath brought
upon the earth.
He maketh wars to cease in all the world: he breaketh the bow and knappeth the spears
in sunder, and burneth the chariots in the fire.
Be still then and know that I am God: I will be exalted among the heathen, and I will be
exalted in the earth.
The Lord of Hosts is with us: the God of Jacob is our refuge.
Philippians 4.4, KJ Bible
Rejoice in the Lord, alway, and again, I say, Rejoice. Let your moderation be known unto
all men. The Lord is at hand. Be careful for nothing: but by prayer and supplication with
thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which
passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.

