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Advent 2

‘Just for today’ was how inmates in Coldingley Prison told me they found hope.  When I was p/t Chaplain there, between 1998 and 2002, I got close to many in that prison, which was in the Parish where I was Rector, and, for just about all of them, hope was needed; and this was usually found by beginning to turn-around a difficult, seemingly impossible, situation.
Prisoners, in such situations, found hope in the prayer, “Lord, for tomorrow and it’s needs I do not pray, give me the grace and strength to follow you, just for today”

Prison Governors, whom I got to know well, were also, underneath a macho image, deeply in need of hope.  Their work was such that tensions spread into their home and family lives, which were at risk of becoming mini reflections of the prison.  That needed to be turned-around, and it wasn’t easy.  Aggression and violence become habitual all too easily.  Hope, on a personal level, was not as abundant as it might, at a superficial glance, have appeared for prison officers and governors.  Particularly, governors shared with me, there was a balancing act of good management, which became change management, that was needed, daily, to turn around the whole institution, and to just keep it manageable ~ with too many people crammed into too little space, on too small a budget ~ that was it, in a nutshell ~ along with a residual battle against deeply dehumanising attitudes, sometimes, it seemed, coming from central government.  Each day, the governors & officers had to work to create hope ~ or there was none, institutionally ~let alone personally!  They turned things round by a succession of specific and significant changes ~ some of them small, in themselves, but, as part of a big picture, they made a difference.
Making a difference ~ that’s what John the Baptist challenged people to do 2000 years ago.

That is also the challenge of Advent for us.  We are challenged to not just talk about hope in warm religious ways, but to take action, turning things round by a succession of specific and significant changes.

Some of these well-grounded changes will, undoubtedly, have personal implications. How do we use our time, & our money? Do we pray? ~ other than in 999 sort of way? But we are not constricted as prison inmates are. We may begin with things personal, but our canvas of influence is vast.  We share with each other responsibilities for giving hope to our Church, our town, our world.  We need, therefore, what the social entrepreneur, Wilford Welch, calls ‘tactics of hope’.  His book of that name, forwarded by Desmond Tutu, gives a range of practical examples of what he’s talking about.  You could look this up for yourselves on the website of that name.  Just three examples now:
First:  Ending child-labour in the rug-making industry in South Asia has been one focus that is specific and significant.  Experts estimate that child-labour on South Asia’s carpet looms dropped from I million to 300,000 since the launch of Rugmark, by Nina Smith, in 1995. More than 3,000 children have been directly rescued and tens of thousands more deterred from exploitative labour in just over a decade.
A second example is of Ann Cotton’s organisation, Campaign for Female Education, which in 15 years has provided education to over 400,000 girls each year in rural villages.

Or, third, and equally impressive, is the story about Liza Kimbo’s Child and Family Welfare Shops, which supplies and sells basic pharmaceutical medicines at very low cost to rural people distant from hospital care. Liza has provided thousands of employment opportunities to nurses who were trained but not employed by their local governments. 
What could we provide that would offer a much-needed service to Bournemouth? ~ something that is within our means, using our abundance of volunteer skills, but which has the capacity to grow, perhaps, as with stories from ‘Tactics of Hope’, beyond our wildest dreams. What dream could we make into reality?  Several people have shared with me, recently, their enthusiasm for harnessing the energy and passion of youth, with the wisdom of experienced older folk, and joining together in multi-faith and ecumenical ways to make a specific and  significant difference to our town.
And how can we, each one of us, kindly and carefully focus on making a difference for good to at least one other person this week?

This is the challenge of Advent.  “Turn-around! That is, Repent!”, John the Baptist’s words are as urgent and uncompromising to us, in Bournemouth, as they were, in the wilderness of Judea, 2000 years ago:  “Turn-around for the Kingdom of Heaven is close at hand!”  You don’t have to feed on locusts and wild honey, nor wear clothes made of camel hair (a more chic option for us than it was for John the  Baptist!); nonetheless, the Baptist’s message is for each of us:

“I baptise you in water for repentance, but the one who follows me will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

In this way, our turning-around is so that our concerns and deep passions might connect with those of God, and each other ~ and then the Holy Spirit, in a gracious and creative synergy, can work through us, together, to make a difference for good in our needy world.
And, lest we get carried away with aspirational rhetoric, I am always challenged to remember that lasting changes for good begin here and now, on a small and manageable scale.
Is this ‘pie in the sky’?  I believe it is nothing less than an invitation to discover, and celebrate, the Kingdom of God in our midst.  +

