Dear friends, 

“Lo, He comes with clouds, descending,” are the words of a favourite Advent hymn. “Clouds descending” may have a majestic tone or sound like a terrible storm about to strike. 29th November, Advent Sunday, the first day of the Christian year, begins with a contrast: the Light of the Nations to which all shall come, the majestic mountain of the Lord, the city of peace, where there shall be no more war; and then in the gospel we hear the warnings of what the day will be like, the Day of the Lord: a day of judgment, sudden and decisive, and without warning. 

Meanwhile, we scrabble on with life lived in the midst of death. Cities are threatened with crime, and our dwellings become more and more fortresses against possible attack. Military build-up is in the wind, needed, we are told, to protect us from terrorists. Violent video games fly off the shelves as Christmas gifts. Rural areas are dumping grounds for prisoners and cheap immigrant labour, and in the words of the poet, W. B. Yeats, “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.”

In our spiritual lives, we are tossed from certainty to doubt, from victory to despair. One day its God’s world, and the next we wonder, Is anyone in charge?

Advent is not a time to prepare for Christmas. It is a time to open our hearts more to Christ. Advent is a breaking in, a strong reminder that God has a plan that is unfolding, even if we don’t see it. All these things taking place, the news, bad and good – global warming, natural disasters, terrorism, petrol over £1.00 a litre, the possible cure for disease through stem-cell research – these things are merely side acts on the stage. The real event is taking place in a hidden, yet powerful way. Lives are changed every day because of Christ, people are healed from sin and death, eyes are opened to new realities, and we seldom hear about them because we’re too distracted by the other stuff.

So, this is the time to put away your iPod for a day. This is a time to turn off the BBC, ITV, Sky or whatever your source is. This is a time to find some solitude. In fact, insist on it. This is a season to draw apart for a little while, to read scripture, to take ten minutes and breath slowly, letting the promise of God fill your lungs with fresh air. This is a time for taking stock of what really matters and letting go of some things that don’t.

An elderly woman lived in a drab apartment. She used to be visited occasionally by a Curate from her church. The apartment was in a cold concrete block of flats, and the views out of the window were of a scrap yard. They would always sit and drink tea when the Curate came. On one visit the Curate said, “Maybe you need some green plants to make things a little less stark.” “No,” said the old woman. “I look out in the junkyard and think about all the parts of my life that I let go of a long time ago. Then I think about what I have left, and it’s all good!” The Curate left thinking about his own cosy home and how hard he worked to make it a haven from the world. Maybe he didn’t need to try so hard. If junk can become grace for us, a reminder of things left behind, perhaps we all ought to spend some time in Advent looking at a junkyard!

Families are always under stress at Christmas. Advent offers some alternatives: an Advent wreath on the table and its increasing shine as a new candle is lit each week; an Advent calendar to mark the days of waiting; a brief passage from scripture with the evening meal. These are anti-stress times when people’s souls get restored among those they love. Those who live alone can sit in front of a lighted candle and remember loved ones and friends who have surrounded them in the candlelight. Most of all, we can recall a God who loves us so much that we are offered a time to prepare, a time to wait, a time to remember that underneath all that seems to be crumbling is a firm foundation, and the One who is to come.

May this Advent be a blessed time for us and for all whom we love.
Rev’d Stuart Ansell

It is the duty, privilege and honour of every Communicant member of the Church of England to make sure they receive Communion at this most Holy time.

Please let me know of anybody who for whatever reason cannot physically come to Church over the Christmas period and would like Communion, and I will make sure they receive it at home.

If you are going away for Christmas, do enjoy the worship at the local Church.  Please do send the greetings of the people of St. John’s

Stuart, Kay, Mandy & David

wish you all a happy, joyous, blessed and peaceful Christmas and New Year.

GOD BLESS

Used Stamps

As we move towards Christmas and the extra mail that will be dropping through our letter boxes, can I encourage you to save the stamps.  These are sent to Leprosy Mission, and gives them a chance to generate more income for the very worthwhile work they undertake.

FLOWERS FOR CHRISTMAS.
If anybody would like to contribute towards the cost of flowers for Christmas, please see Janet Thornhill with your donation.

Thank you.

CONFIRMATION:
This will take place next year on Saturday 22nd 3rd April at 6.00 pm at St. Luke’s.  It will be a joint Confirmation between Keele, Betley, Madeley and Silverdale, taken by The Bishop of Stafford.  The Confirmation date is Holy Saturday (Easter Eve), which is an excellent day for this Service, as all those who will be Confirmed will be able to receive their first Communion as the first Communion of Easter – The Queen of Festivals.

Anybody wanting to think about Confirmation, Young Person or Adult, should have a word with the Vicar as soon as possible

REGISTERS:

Baptism:

Thomas Andrew Hughes

Bethany Alice Hughes

RIP

Hilda Walley
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The Rt Revd Clive Gregory, Bishop of Wolverhampton
Sleepers, Awake!
I have, from an early age, been environmentally aware. The first poem I remember writing, at primary school, was on the subject of pollution and a few years later I remember giving a talk at an assembly inspired by a book called ‘Earth in Danger’.

My budding environmentalism attracted some attention from my school friends and I well remember being taken to task by one who was trying to persuade me that my time would better be spent focussing on humans in need rather than animals in danger of extinction.

For much of the last thirty years environmentalists have had a very hard time trying to get Green issues anywhere near the centre of the political agenda. I would doubt if they have featured in too many sermons or Bible studies either, until perhaps recently.
For now we know, beyond any reasonable doubt, that God’s Earth is not so much ‘in danger’ as heading for catastrophe. The latest report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, drawn up by more than 2,500 of the world’s top scientists, confirms that we are rapidly turning the oceans acid through the same pollution that is causing global warming. It also predicts that nearly a third of the world’s species could be driven to extinction as the world warms up and that harvests will be cut dramatically across the world. 

The debate that my friends and I had a generation ago is now irrelevant. Environmentalists and humanitarians should be united in common cause as global warming will not discriminate between its victims. The polar bear and human inhabitants of coastal strips and pacific islands may be the first victims but all of us will be affected. Indeed the IPCC report predicts that ‘the poor and elderly in both rich and poor countries will suffer most’ as a result of the devastating impact that climate change will have on the world’s economy. Woe to the economically inactive!

And yet there is still the opportunity to avert disaster. As the report concludes, while some climate change is now inevitable, its worst effects could be avoided with straightforward measures at little cost if only governments would take action. It is a question of political will. In the democracy that we are fortunate to live in, political will is fashioned by popular opinion. I am in no doubt that it is our Christian responsibility to take a lead in shaping opinion on this subject. For who should be the most committed environmentalists? Those whose vocation is to be stewards of God’s wonderful creation. Who should be the most committed humanitarians? Those whose vocation is to see God’s image in the face of our fellow wo/man.

The epistle for the first Sunday of Advent begins: “..you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep..”

In our present context those words, and the following passage about the need to adopt changed lifestyles, carry an extra level of prophetic meaning. How will we respond?

Some will find it easier to shrink their carbon footprints than others but one modest achievement within reach of all of us would be to do all our Christmas shopping without using any additional bags. A drop in the ocean but, as the Jubilee 2000 and Fairtrade campaigns have shown, from small ripples, great waves of change can ensue.     

+ Clive Wulfrun

· Note: If scientific reports, scripture or increasingly extreme weather conditions still leave you in a state of slumber on this issue, there is a novel which should put a bolt through you! Cormac McCarthy’s ‘The Road’ is my recommended Advent reading this year, although only those with a strong constitution are likely to get to the end of it. A truly harrowing gaze into a globally warmed future.







