An old sailor meets a pirate in a bar, and talk turns to their adventures on the seas. The sailor notices that the pirate has a hook instead of a hand, and an eye patch, and he asks, "So, how did you end up with the hook?" "Well", replied the pirate, "We were boarding an enemy ship and were battling the other sailors with swords. One of the enemy cut my hand off." "Incredible!" remarked the seaman. "How did you get the eye patch"? "A seagull dropping fell into my eye," replied the pirate."You lost your eye to a seagull dropping?," the sailor asked incredulously. "Well," said the pirate, "it was the first day with my hook …"

Sometimes you can be your own worst enemy!
In Shakespeare’s play, Henry V, it is taken for granted that before the play ever began there was an enemy – in this case, France.
So it is with us and the drama that is both our individual lives and the epic drama of the history of our world. There is a spiritual parallel, which can enable us to understand that ‘there was war in Heaven’ before God created our cosmos, so that, although God saw that all that he had made was ‘very good’, the old enemy, the great deceiver, although defeated, was still around and doing harm as reflected in the serpent of the Adam and Eve story.  Thus, do you see, the story of each us, and of our world, begins with a dangerous and malevolent enemy already in place.  If you have ever attended the monastic night prayers of compline, you will be aware that it begins:  “Brethren, be vigilant, for your adversary the devil prowleth about, seeking whom he may devour; whom resist steadfast in the faith.”  Outside of space and time, before ‘being’, as we know it, there was war in Heaven.  Recent events remind us of primordial evil – still rampant and ruthless.  Track it back to before time … and to evil choices now!
Notice in the creation story in Genesis, the first command God gives is to create light – from darkness.  To the early Hebrew mind ‘darkness’ implied those things that were a threat to life.  Now, in Genesis, while the darkness was not dispelled completely, it was the prime aim of God to bring it under control, so that it might one day be transformed.  When we read that God saw that his creation was ‘good’, it means, in this context of pre-existing evil, that he had set in motion all that was required for his children (that’s us) to ‘choose life’ and to be delivered from the power of the enemy.  This old enemy, you understand, is angry and mortally wounded before time begins.  Thus, ‘the devil has come down with great wrath, for he knows that his time is short’, and we, too, will have to fight against this mortally-wounded but still deadly-dangerous enemy.
And, as I said, in Henry V, the enemy existing before the play begins is France.  And the battle of Agincourt is planned to sort out the enemy.  On the night before the battle the young king Henry disguises himself as an ordinary man and wanders around behind the battle-lines of his men, encouraging them, soaking-up their fears and uncertainties, knowing that the battle the next day will be bloody for all, and fatal for some.  Going around incognito, he takes their griefs and fears upon him, before they will go into battle.

And so God did for us, in Jesus of Nazareth.  His awesome majesty hidden within our humanity, he bears our sorrows and encourages us on – feeling our pain from the inside.  
And then, in the play, the next day, there is the great battle of Agincourt, with the King clearly seen – you remember, “Once more to the breach, dear friends, once more! – or fill the gap up with our English dead!  …” The King, in full sight and battle armour, leads the final victory – it is costly, but decisive.  After that the enemy is finished.
Advent reminds us that, at the end of all time, God will show himself in mind-blowing majesty, no longer incognito, but finishing, for once and for all, that war in heaven that began before time, but which needed the ultimate sacrifice of love, in Jesus, to complete its final defeat.  This is, you will begin to see, big, cosmic-size, good-news like we have never known it before!  Advent prepares us to see the birth of God in a baby in Bethlehem as a critical middle-stage of a vastly larger story.

For us, the risk is that two realities can be fudged into blandness, and that serves no-one, except those who really want nothing at all to happen.  That, indeed, is the first reality for us to recognise – the reality of the enemy, who has existed before all time, and who still tries to bring us on side, to quietly and politely prevent good things happening.  Note: this is not a creative project to which people are recruited, because the devil has no power to create; he has only the power to negate and to be self-orientated, rather than God-orientated. This is not old-fashioned medieval talk.  We know that there are plenty of examples from the twentieth century – not least, in the killing fields of Rwanda, Cambodia and Kosovo – where evil became personified in devilish behaviour. So much so as to convince the sceptical  of the presence not only of the devil but of God as well.  Lt Gen. Romeo Dallaire writes:
“I know there is a God because in Rwanda I shook hands with the devil.  I have seen him.  I have smelled him and I have touched him.  I know the devil exists, and therefore I know there is a God.”

Now, that is the second reality we are at risk of reducing down to blandness – the reality of the attractive love and gracious goodness of God.

I met Russ Parker just as he was becoming respected as a speaker at Christian Healing conferences in the 1990s.  And then his marriage broke-down – he is open about this, and has written about it, so I’m breaking no confidentiality.  But he gradually had to learn what it was to minister from brokenness rather than strength – and to discover, to his surprise, that people related to it better – more readily. He’s not into pretending to anyone that he’s invincible.  Rather, - Russ has discovered that he still has a Gospel to proclaim, but one about forgiveness and new beginnings, and a sense of the wild and passionate God, who beckons us on to take risks of kindness and hope – against all odds! Russ wrote a book about, ‘The Wild Spirit’, and included this prayer, as a realisation of the utter attractiveness of God’s goodness and gracious hope.  Let me end with this prayer – because, important as it is to recognise the enemy, the deceiver, and to spurn him – to turn away – it is vastly more important to be wowed by the forgiveness and winsome grace of God!  Russ prays (& we might pray):

Wild Spirit of the living God,
breathe the breath of Heaven’s lion 

into this timid soul of mine.

Shape me by the touch of the crucified lamb,

so that I can carry the cross

with the dignity of a crown.

Wrap my fears in the faith you have in me,

and help me to lean into your blowing winds

and fall under the gentle weight of grace,

speak of forgiveness in your name,

go quietly to the secret place of prayer,

give away my gifts that others may grow

and in steps hardly noticed

be changed forever into your likeness.  May it be so. Amen.
