November/Advent Study Group

The length and timing of Advent has varied over the centuries. It may originally have had no direct connection with Christmas, but was 40 days of preparation for those who would be baptised at the feast of the Epiphany. At one time, Advent was celebrated for the 7 weeks starting on St Martin’s Day on 11 November, until Christmas Eve. In the Celtic tradition and the Orthodox church, Advent begins on 15 November. Whatever the timing, it is an opportunity for us to pause and reflect, to withdraw from the rush, look around us, and within us, and upwards to find hope for this world. 

4. Emmanuel – God with us
Isaiah 7: 14
Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign.  Look, the young woman is with child and will bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.  

Isaiah 63: 7-9
I will recount the gracious deeds of the Lord,

The praiseworthy acts of the Lord,

Because of all that the Lord has done for us,

And the great favour to the house of Israel….

For he said, ‘Surely they are my people,

Children who will not deal falsely;

And he became their saviour in all their distress

It was no messenger or angel but his presence who saved them;

In his love and in his pity he redeemed them;

He lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. 

Matthew 1: 18-23

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way.  When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.  Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.  But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’. All this took place to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophets: Look the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means, ‘God is with us’.
Reflect 

The passage from Isaiah 63 is part of a psalm and these verses are a confession of faith.  They recall the acts of God motivated by his ‘steadfast love’ (hesed) which led him to make the covenant with them.  Here Isaiah is saying something even more daring – that God was with his people in person to save and hold them.  Matthew in turn is telling his readers that here is now not a spiritual presence but God seen in human form.  ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son’…(John 3:16).
God is not forced, cajoled or browbeaten into this.  It is his initiative, motivated by love.  But it looks for a response; it is not a ‘take it or leave it’ relationship.  This is the risk God takes, for we are not forced to love in response.  The coming of Emmanuel faces humanity with the same choice: to respond with trust and love or to turn our back on God with us.  That is why, amid the hope and promise of Advent, there is also the possibility of judgment.  
For Jesus too, there were always choices and his life was no more predetermined than our lives are.  He was a Son, not a puppet master dancing to the pulling of a string.  Thankfully, he made the right choices, even though it was at the greatest cost.  

As Christmas approaches, there is an increasing air of celebration in the life of the Church and in the world.  Yet within a day of Christmas, the Church celebrates the death of the first martyr and the deaths of the infants at Herod’s hand forces the Holy Family into exile.  The full extent of the need for Christ to come is not met simply by hi presence but ultimately only by God giving himself away.  In its own way, Advent is as much a preparation for Good Friday, and triumphantly, of Easter, as it is for the Nativity. 
For reflection:
1. It is said that God is all loving, yet he also judges and punishes.  How do you understand this?

2. How do you experience God’s presence with you?  and what signs do you see of God’s loving presence in the world now?

3. It is sometimes said that being divine, Jesus knew everything.  In what ways do you understand the view that Jesus, even though divine, still had to learn?

