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Thought for Advent 

The pre-Christmas rush has taken a heavy toll on my preparation of December’s news sheet.  By the time this letter reaches the Heath Street faithful you will probably be several chocolates into your Advent calendar already.  Your chocolate will, of course, be ‘Divine Chocolate’, organic and fairly traded - at least in the best-case scenario.  In that golden scenario, you will already have ordered your turkey, baked your mince pies, and gathered your wreath from some wintry woodland, skilfully intertwining holly and ivy to deck your front door in festive splendour.  But then there are the worst-case scenarios: perhaps you grabbed a calendar from a petrol station, or picked up a plastic wreath from Deccies ‘R’ Us, or just resigned yourself, more or less grumpily, to ‘not bothering about Christmas this year’.

Negotiating the obstacle course of Christmas expectations is never easy.  Even the most meaningful of traditions can easily become an albatross, stuffed and roasted, around one’s already heavily-laden neck.  But in the run-up to Christmas, whether we feel we like Advent amateurs or seasoned seasonal professionals, it is easy to forget that, along with Lent, this time of year is one of the two great penitential seasons of the Christian calendar.

For most of us, it is in Lent that penitence comes most naturally.  Ash Wednesday arrives as winter lingers.  The church is sent out to find her Master in the wilderness; we follow him back to Jerusalem, and we accompany him on his relentless progress toward the horror of the cross.  Contrition seems like the only possible attitude as we walk with Jesus on that journey.  But in the approach to Christmas, is the whole idea not to focus on joy and peace, ‘glory’ and ‘good-will’?  In which case, would it not be rather churlish to want to mope and mourn our way through Advent, as though a single Lent were not enough?

Christmas is indeed a time of joy.  Yet counter-intuitive as it may seem, keeping Advent as a penitential season is as healthy from a psychologist’s viewpoint as it is appropriate from the perspective of the theologian.  But to understand just why requires something of a digression.

As Christians we cannot help being aware that rejoicing is a difficult, delicate business.  Yet human beings have an innate need to rejoice, feast and celebrate - even to excess.  As Lear reminds his over-thrifty daughter:

“Our basest beggars

Are in the poorest thing superfluous.

Allow not nature more than nature needs,

Man's life is as cheap as beast's”
As usual, the advertising business knows exactly what it is about in Advent-tide, deluging our public spaces and our myriad screens with air-brushed images of (improbably merry) merry-making.  Each year our dazzled eyes follow the advertisers’ Christmas stories, and we do all we can to preserve an appropriately sceptical attitude.  The thronged party, smiling and laughing in the Waitrose advert; the preternatural enthusiasm of the children who play with their shiny, new, rigidly gender-segregated toys; the deep intimacy of the middle-English family cosily snuggled in the warmth of their half-price sofa.  All these gilded images are met with stoic resistance, while we do our best to ignore the feelings of inferiority they inspire.

Try as we might, these images touch us deeply, awakening within us an inextinguishable, instinctual craving for festivity.  But it is not simply the sentimentality or the exaggeration of Christmas-as-advertised that is problematic.  Is there not after all something indecent in the very idea of feasting, knowing as we do that it will mean feasting while others starve?  Is there not something disturbing in the idea of rejoicing in good company, knowing that others are alone?  Would we not honour Christ’s birth better by renunciation, fasting and giving to the poor than by participating in the feasting of the rich world?

To these questions of conscience, the simple answer is that we cannot afford not to participate in the joy of Christmas.  Our refusal to celebrate would starve us of something basic to us, basic not only to our nature as human beings, but also to our calling as Christians.  The life of constant compassionate sorrow might conceivably be right for some in a suffering world like this: but endless mourning can never be the path of the whole church.  And if we cannot help being aware of the ambiguities of our feast, we also need to remember how ambiguous our efforts to institutionalise this awareness always end up being.  However well-intentioned the church’s attempts to legislate against celebration, they invariably do more harm than good.  Scared of rejoicing ourselves, we impose our fear upon others, killing the life instinct at the root, and smothering the joy of the very ‘little ones’ whom we set out to protect.

So our Christmas celebration is, in some degree, a matter of giving nature its due.  But we should not stop there but rather ask ourselves: “Why is Christmas-tide, above all other times, our festive season?”.  Because it is in the miracle of Christ’s birth that we witness God’s irrevocable affirmation of our humanity.  And because in electing to receive human form, essence and existence, God assumes our earthly nature with all its drives and longings - including this selfsame crying need for “more than nature needs”, for joy, feasting and celebration.

It is against the background of this long digression that the contrition and solemnity of Advent take on their true significance.  Christmas celebration only rings true when it rings out of the expectant silence of these twenty-four days devoted to awaiting Christ.  We risk ruining everything by allowing Advent and Christmas to blur into one.

This is where a childish and an adult approach to Christmas really differentiate themselves.  For children, the joy of expectation leads uncomplicatedly into the joy of celebration.  For the rest of us the relationship is not so simple.  Expectation and celebration are really much more like opposite poles than like adjacent sections of a smooth continuum.  The function of Advent is to make space for these two different things.  We can keep Christmas joyfully, exulting in care-free merry-making with a clear conscience, having kept Advent in a spirit of joyful hope, and in acts of repentance, charity and self-denial.

With love,

Ewan King
Secretary’s news
Church attenders were stoical throughout November when work on refurbishing the central heating meant a very chilly building, but all in a good cause. We hope the hard work of our heating engineers and the investment in new pumps, tanks and mysterious mechanisms will mean that from now on we are warmer and more energy efficient.

We must offer huge thanks to Judith Peak for stepping in to play the organ almost every Sunday when her fellow organist, Edward Alden, suddenly became seriously ill. He passed away in early November.

We continue to be reminded of the many public roles fulfilled by Sir Godfray Le Quesne and that his passing has significance to great numbers of people beyond his family, colleagues in the judiciary and our community. When the Protestant Dissenting Ministers and Deputies met in mid-November for their annual meeting and lecture there was an affectionate tribute to Godfray, their chair for 49 years. It is a historically important organisation, set up in the 18th century to ensure the civil rights of the main non-conformist churches and still having rights of access to the monarch. The lecture this year looked at equality, rights and religious freedom and raised many interesting and complex issues, no longer about the respective rights of the established church and dissenters, nor even so much now about the relationships between the Christian churches and other faiths but rather our position in an essentially secular society.

Please participate in our various Christmas activities and encourage family, friends and neighbours to join in too. On Saturday, 14 December, ‘Waking from Sleep’ (at 7 for 7.30 pm) is a jazz-based evening of words and music in the church, followed by refreshments and carol singing in the downstairs hall. Tickets are £10 (or free for pensioners and unemployed people) from Ewan King (ewan_king@mac.com) and any help you can give in selling tickets and encouraging attendance or offering help on the evening will be really welcome. Any money we raise will support Syrian refugees now based in Lebanon.

The next morning (15 December) at 11 am we have our more traditional service of lessons and carols and then lunch at La Provence (further up Heath Street) afterwards. Nesa Thorne needs to know numbers attending so please let her know on a Sunday morning or via nesa.thorne@semperian.co.uk. The food will cost £15 per head and Nesa has details of the choices available.
With love and good wishes

Gaynor Humphreys
DAILY PRAYERS AND BIBLE READINGS

November 25th – December 1st
Isaiah 2.1-5

25th
Edward Humphreys

26th
For the children who attend the Rhythm & Rhyme Orchestra sessions

27th
Frida King

28th
Revd Hugh Graham (new minister, St. Andrew’s, Frognal)

29th
John Baker

30th
For the Baptist Council

(Dec)
1st
David & Eleanor Neil

December 2nd – 8th

Isaiah 11.1-10

2nd
Kelly & Jun Vivar

3rd
For all who perform at and attend the lunchtime recitals 

4th
Liz Brown
5th
Ling Hu

6th
Ewan King

7th
Andrea MacEachan

8th
Euan McLeod

December 9th – 15th

Isaiah 35.1-10

9th
“O come, O come, Emmanuel,

10th
And ransom captive Israel”

11th
For refugees

12th
Susan LeQuesne
13th
For preparations for the ‘Waking from Sleep’ event

14th
“That mourns in lonely exile here

15th
Until the Son of God appear.”

December 16th –22nd

Isaiah 7.10-16

16th
“O come, Desire of the nations, bind

17th
In one the hearts of all mankind”

18th
For wisdom

19th
For faith’s expectancy

20th
Thanksgiving for the animal kingdom

21st
“Bid every strife and quarrel cease

22nd
And fill the world with heaven's peace.”

December 23rd – 29th

Isaiah 9.2-7

23rd
“Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel
24th
shall come to thee, O Israel!”

25th
“And again I say: Rejoice!”
26th
Marie Isaacs

27th
Annie Fang

28th
Tom Brandt

29th
Robin Thorne

December 30th – January 5th
Isaiah 63.7-9

30th
“Let folly praise what fancy loves,
31st
I praise and love that Child”

(Jan)
1st
Theresa Thom

2nd
Anselm King

3rd
Gaynor Humphreys

4th
“Whose heart no thought, whose tongue no word,
5th
whose hand no deed defiled.”

January 6th – 12th

Jeremiah 31.7-14

6th
“He mine by gift, I His by debt,
7th
thus each to other due”

8th
Rob Ellis

9th
For all who travel

10th
Joachim King

11th
“First friend He was, best friend He is,
12th
all times will try Him true.”

January 13th – 19th

Isaiah 49.1-7

13th
“His knowledge rules, His strength defends,
14th
His love doth cherish all”

15th
Neil McLeod

16th
For the life and ministry of Hampstead Garden Suburb Free Church

17th
Hildegard Williams

18th
“His birth our joy, His life our light,
19th
His death our end of thrall.”

January 20th – 26th

Isaiah 9.1-4

20th
“Almighty Babe, whose tender arms
21st
can force all foes to fly”

22nd
Julian Gotobed

23rd
For single parents

24th
Nesa Thorne

25th
“Correct my faults, protect my life,
26th
direct me when I die!”

January 27th – February 2nd
1 Kings 17.8-16

27th
For the life and ministry of Christ Church, Hampstead

28th
For all who perform at and attend the lunchtime recitals
29th
For our worshipping community

30th
Barnabas Palfrey

31st
Ewan King

(Feb)
1st
“Kiss Him, and with Him into Egypt go,

2nd
With His kind mother, who partakes thy woe”

February 3rd – 9th

Isaiah 58.1-9a[b-12]

3rd
Chris Little

4th
For the children, parents and carers who attend the Oldtime Nursery

5th
Heini King

6th
For the work of Henderson Court

7th
Liz Brown
8th
Monsgr Phelim Rowland

9th
Susan Brandt
WEEKLY ACTIVITIES

Sundays

11 am


Divine Worship

8 pm


Contact Club

Tuesdays

10 am


Oldtime Nursery
11:15 am

‘All Small Creatures’ creative dance sessions

1 pm


Lunchtime recital

2:30 pm

Oldtime Nursery
4 pm


Rhythm & Rhyme Orchestra

1st& 2nd Tuesdays
7 pm


Sacred Harp hymn singing
Wednesdays

4 pm


‘Twin-step’ French language performing arts classes

Thursdays

10 am


Eeny Meeny Music

7:30 pm

Heath Street Choir

Fridays


10 am


Oldtime Nursery

Saturdays

9:30 am

Hampstead Dutch School

Saturdays (alternate)
11 am


Coffee morning

CHURCH DATES

December
Sunday 1st

11 am


The Lord’s Supper

Wednesday 4th

7 pm


Light Falls Forward (concert)
Friday 13th

9:30 am

St Lucy’s Day procession (Swedish language event)

Saturday 14th

7 pm


‘Waking from Sleep’ Lessons & Carols (church event)
Sunday 15th

11 am


Carol service

Sunday 22nd

11 am


Sacred Harp carol service

Wednesday 25th
10:30 am

Christmas Day service

January

Sunday 5th

11 am


The Lord’s Supper

Church officers:

Gaynor Humphreys
(Church Secretary and Treasurer)

Rebecca McLeod
(Deacon)

Nesa Thorne

(Deacon)

After the Sunday morning service:

don’t rush away

Please stay and have a cup of coffee with us in the vestibule.

To contact Ewan King

Please e-mail: ewan_king@mac.com

Copy for the February Newsletter should reach Ewan King (ewan_king@mac.com)

not later than Wednesday 22nd January
***  ***  ***
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