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Advent prepares us for the dramatic notion 

that the divine ‘tore open the heavens’ and 

‘came down’; that the boundary between 

God and human beings was, through the 

birth of Christ, transgressed. The world was 

never the same again, humanity was never 

the same again and – arguably – God was 

never the same again. The Advent season 

provides an opportunity for thinking, feeling 

and praying through the implications of 

this. If ‘God is with us’, what does this mean 

for the complex realities of our personal 

lives: our doubts and fears, our joys and 

pleasures, our yearnings and our visions? 

If God is in others, what does that mean 

for the way we engage with the people 

around us, and the complex social and 

political world we inhabit? Advent of the 

Real World combines an outward focus 

(stories of change and transformation) and 

an inward focus (who are we before God? 

Who are we in silence and contemplation?). 

It has world issues and personal experience 

at its heart. Use it to inspire and guide your 

personal prayer and reflection, to resource 

group discussions, and even to help write 

your Advent sermons.

Alison Webster, Editor

EMBRACE

ALIVE DESIRE

VARIETY

NOW TENDER

Introduction

The needs of the world are many. The beauty and potential of humanity, made in the image of God, 

are infinite. There is much to lament, but also much to inspire joy and celebration. These prayers reflect 

the diversity of experience and perception enjoyed within the team of the Oxford Diocesan Board for 

Social Responsibility. They are offered as a taste of the range of human interests and concerns that might 

engage the Christian community during the Advent season, and are articulated in a variety of voices.

Prayers written by: Glyn Evans (Rural Officer), Ian James (Environment Adviser), Nick Parish (Mission to Work 

and Economic Life Adviser), Janet Parker (Adviser on the Spiritual Care of Older People), Raj Patel (Racial 

Justice Adviser), Victoria Slater (Assistant Social Responsibility Adviser), Maranda St John Nicolle (World 

Development Adviser), and Alison Webster (Social Responsibility Adviser)
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Mary has a thingamajig clamped on her ears

And sits all day taking plugs out and sticking plugs in.

Flashes and flashes — voices and voices calling for ears to pour words in

Faces at the ends of wires asking for other faces at the ends of other wires.

All day taking plugs out and sticking plugs in,

Mary has a thingamajig clamped to her ears.

Advent is about taking off the cans and reawakening our vision. Its readings are full 
of images and patterns. The best way to receive them is to rewind the videotape, 
wipe it, and then open our hearts. That way we can put ourselves back in the 
position of those who first saw the good news made flesh among them. We can 
notice the things we missed, or domesticated, or aligned with our own pride and 
prejudice to the point they no longer surprise us, disturb us, or stir our passions.

Jesus’ words to his disciples in Mark 13 end positively— ‘Blessed are your eyes 
for they see!’ When we take this assignment on, and open our hearts afresh to 
the images, symbols and poetry of Advent, to the parables and the logic of the 
kingdom, we can wake up and open the door — aroused, surprised, engaged, 
fully alive. It is high time to awake out of sleep, for the bridegroom, the judge, the 
needy friend, are at the door!

Most of us drift around missing half the picture. We think we know 
what’s going on, but all we’re really doing is fitting what we think 
is going on into our own preconceived grid - looking but failing to 
see; experts on detail who miss the point. John Lennon said, ‘Life 
is what happens to you whilst you’re busy making other plans.’ 
People who think they’re close to God, like Jesus’ scribes and 
Pharisees, easily get this wrong.

‘The reason I speak to them in parables is that “seeing they do not 
perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.” 
This fulfils the prophecy of Isaiah: “You will indeed listen but never 
understand. You will indeed look, but never perceive. For this 
people’s heart has grown dull, their ears are hard of hearing, and 
they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, 
and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn —  
and I would heal them.”’ (Mark 13: 13 -16)

Deep irony! Actually the whole world is flooded with light, high 
level, low level, all over. But we run most of our lives on the same 
jaded old autopilot — slow to grasp unexpected truth, resistant 
to disturbance, unwilling to engage the heart afresh. The more 
we think we know, the more we need regular opportunities to 
clean out and start again and seek afresh.

Try an experiment. Cut twenty cartoons from the paper. Now 
cut the captions off the bottom. Shuffle them around and a 
fair number of them will still work as jokes. The ability we have 
to pattern things needs refreshing. To wake up, we need to see 
the people who inhabit our worlds the way they are — faces, 
not sounds or, even worse, stock figures. Carl Sandburg wrote 
this poem about someone working in a Chicago telephone 
exchange:
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Section

Seeing - By Alan Wilson

Se
e

ing

A woman cries, alone; a man longs to speak, but can’t

Afraid to ask . . .to know . . . to tell. . . to seek help.

Loving God, console all who grieve,

And help us to change the stigma and isolation,

Attitudes and behaviours, violence and economic injustice

That weaken the Body of Christ with AIDS. Dear Lord, make us strong!

Amen

Father, we thank you that you are the God of Creation. In our modern world, we are 

driven by wealth creation and we pray that this, too, may be part of your creative 

energy, helping to bring Good News to the poor. Lord, we know too that wealth creation 

becomes a god, which allows the few to flourish at the expense of the many. Turn the 

hearts of those who stockpile riches in their own barns, so that they may know the grace 

of generosity.  

Amen
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Where do you see God?

I try to see God in other people. Matt 25: 31-45 and 1 John 4: 20 are crucial to 
my understanding of what it means to love and be loved. It’s all encapsulated 
in Blake’s wonderful words, ‘And all must love the human form, In Heathen, Turk or 
Jew. Where mercy, love and pity dwell, There God is dwelling too.’

I see God in the mess, in creativity, in the birth and in the death of things and 
people, in the unexpected, in the ‘co-incidences’ that aren’t!

I see God wherever there is love, compassion, justice, peace and beauty.

I see God in humanity’s yearning for truth and beauty, and in the lives of those who 
suffer because we don’t yearn enough.

I have learned to see God in some unlikely places: in the trusting faces of vulnerable 
people with learning disabilities; in the tender touch of people who care for others 
who are frail and ill; in the faces of people who are rejected by society, because 
they don’t fit in. I see God in the beauty of the world around me. I see God in the 
excitement of discovering something new for the first time. I see God in the power 
of art and music, reaching beyond the limitations of words. I see God in those who 
cannot speak, but who communicate God’s life at work in them just as eloquently 
as those of us who do speak.

Vulnerable in your creation,
we sense you.
In the impossible tension of a frosted cobweb,
the chaotic fragrance of a summer garden,
the storm-drenched parched ground indignant with relief.
We find you diffuse in coastal skies and shafts of sunlight,
you offer glimpses only of real presence.

Alive in your people,
we encounter you.
In the wide-eyed shock of the newly-born,
the energetic certainty of those with purpose and ambition,
the shrewd ambivalence of age and experience.  
We meet you in our struggles to be ourselves and to love difference,  
you offer infinite possibilities of otherness. 

At work within us,
we fear you.
Awesome desire for a small soul,
uncontainable possibilities
we cannot believe we deserve.
Trusting in spite of it,
you make us never the same, again.

Be for us
the love that forever breaks us open,
the mystery that reshapes us,
the passion that moves us into the hearts of others,
where you are.

Re
fle

c
ting

...

Seeing - By Alison Webster Discussion and action...

Divine Lover of the World,

You call us into love with one another and with you;

Remind us amidst the challenges and conflicts of human relating

That we are all in need of love,

That we are all in need of one another,

And that even through our imperfect attempts to love each other

Our lives reflect your perfect love at the heart of the world.

Amen

Jesus, you taught using images of agriculture, the seed growing and bearing fruit, the 

farmer sowing and gathering, the shepherd caring and protecting. You understand 

what is at the heart of farming and the farming enterprise, the partnership that exists to 

bring forth bread for the table of the hungry, the industry needed for the market, the 

labour to protect the landscape. We pray that you will bring what is best out of farming 

for the good of all, both land and people, in your name.

Amen 
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Most of us don’t have to worry about whether we will have a good meal today, 
where we will sleep tonight, or whether someone loves and cares for us. But:

11.4 million people in Britain live in poverty, including 3.4 million children.
One in five people over 65 spend more than 12 hours on their own every day 
resulting in isolation, depression and ill-health.

It is estimated that there are between 310,000 to 380,000 single homeless people 
in Britain.

‘Challenging Poverty’ is a Church Urban Fund campaign to raise awareness of 
poverty in this country and encourage people to get involved in combating it. 
Since the Church Urban Fund was formed, a total of 54 requests have been made 
for funding by projects from within Oxford Diocese. Of these, 39 were successful, 
receiving awards totalling £490,000.

To play your part in ending poverty, see www.challengingpoverty.org, or call the 
campaign line 020 7898 1667.

The Church Urban Fund’s Prayer for Justice:

Help us to follow your example by looking out for those who each day feel that 
they are marginalised, who cannot find hope, who believe that they have little 
to offer, who are overcome by the challenges of poverty…Give us the courage 
to undertake this, the determination to join with others in seeing grace in every 
human face, the faith to embrace the opportunity in your name.

Esther won’t see or speak to anyone at all today. Her carer and 

husband of 55 years has recently died, and her own failing health 

has left her housebound. Tomorrow the same silence will envelop 

her in a cocoon of loneliness and isolation.

Nicky’s husband has left her. She now has sole responsibility for 

her three small children, no qualifications to get a job and no 

way of earning enough money to support her family. She would 

love to be working today but her confidence is at rock bottom 

and she feels trapped by her circumstances.

Story

Father, your work in creation brought our world into being; you gave your Son to work for, 

and win, our salvation, and you send your Holy Spirit to work in us each day. We pray for 

all people in their working lives – for presidents and poets, for farmers and financiers, for 

diplomats and dancers – that whatever work they do may be in harmony with the work 

of the Holy Trinity, playing their part in bringing about the fulfilment of your kingdom. 

Amen

God of our youth, as the years rolled by we clamoured to own and be seen.

Now the hustle and bustle and the pace are for others. As the days stroll by we can 

sit and reflect, remember and love. Everything has changed, but the trinkets of life 

are not as important now. Grey hairs do not matter or the need for more help. What is 

important lives on in our hearts, and we know you are with us, God of our age.

Amen
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It could be a gift. I could fill it with delight. I could even begin to search within myself for 
things that were lost in my normal busyness. 

In the moments of relaxed dreaming that followed, all sorts of lovely thoughts and 
memories came into my mind. Rooted to the spot I was enabled to travel back into 
myself: back into a part of me that had lain dormant for many years, crowded over with 
all the activity of work. 

I think I might even have been praying; but not saying prayers so much as attending to 
life in such a way that God’s presence and goodness, which is assured as the end of all 
things, is revealed in the present.

What shall we call this? I want to say it is contented idleness, because that’s what it feels like, 
but to use the word ’idle’ seems to be permitting the culture which so abhors the vacuum 
of nothingness to set the agenda. I want to celebrate what happens when we dare to 
stop and re-connect with a hiddenness inside ourselves and learn again to rest and play. 
Perhaps we should call it contemplative waiting: a way of living that is fully engaged 
with the present, and yet at the same time full of expectant hope that the glories of the 
future – the hope and promise that is assured us in Christ – can break into the present, be 
experienced now, and overflow in joy. Surely, this is Advent hope. We need more of it.

Earlier this year I was due to speak at a conference in Manchester. I travelled 
by train, and I left in good time, but left my mobile phone at home. It turned 
out to be the most appalling journey. 

A series of delays meant that it took four hours to get as far as Birmingham. 
By then it was four o’clock and I was due to speak at six. All assurances that 
lost time could be made up evaporated as the train came to a juddering 
halt just after leaving the station. The minutes ticked by. It was one of those 
very hot July days and the air conditioning had expired with the engine. I 
sat, waiting. I finished reading the book I had brought. I read the newspaper 
cover to cover. I was boiling with heat and frustration. 

After about half an hour the train did start up and, very slowly, chugged 
into Wolverhampton – to an announcement that signal failure south of 
Manchester meant all trains were being re-routed. My attendance at the 
conference slipped from view.  Feeling defeated I got off the train and 
headed back home. 

Back at Birmingham New Street, along with hundreds of others, I was 
stranded. I kept going back to the departure board, only to read the same 
information. With any luck, apparently, there might be a train in an hour. It 
seemed an impossible time to wait. Nothing to read, nothing to do: this was 
the day from hell. 

But actually it turned out to be a little taste of heaven: an Advent glimpse into 
a promised future that could change the present. 

I found the station bar, bought a beer and sat down. It was cool there 
and surprisingly un-crowded. I sat still for a bit. I breathed more deeply. My 
frustration began to ebb away. I started reading the faces of those around 
me and appreciating and acknowledging their frustrations. Everyone else 
was glued to the departure board waiting anxiously for news. But now I could 
wait expectantly. The train would come; but till then I could wait with hope 
and even enjoy the waiting. I didn’t have to fret with anxiety about the future. I 
didn’t have to rake over what had gone wrong in the past. I could inhabit the 
present with peace and experience it differently. The hour of waiting needn’t 
be a problem. I didn’t have to spend it being frustrated by its inactivity.  

02
Section

Waiting - By Stephen Cottrell

W
a

iting

Jesus, you understand the love of the Father for creation - for humankind, for the 

land, for the sparrow and the lily of the field. In creation there is variety and beauty, 

good and evil. In the enterprises of humanity there is both the prospect for destruction 

and the opportunity of enhancement.  Teach us to work for diversity and beauty of 

creation, reducing our capacity to destroy, so that humanity, the sparrow and the lily 

may flourish.

Amen

She longs for the promised land, flowing with milk and honey

But lives with the reality of rage and anger and violation.

The man who did this to her, no-one on earth calls to account.

Where were you, God, and where was your Church?

She found no protection.

What, now, will she do with her fear; her abandonment; her crushed self, her grieving 

soul?

When she turns to you, will you love her?

Amen
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It’s not just the National Health Service that has waiting lists. Any 
prayerful person has a waiting list lodged with God. We are 
waiting for the healing of a relationship, for recovery from an 
illness, for the conception of a child, for peace in the Middle 
East, for a house, for immigration status, for a lover to call.

To pray is to hope. It is to dream a dream of how the world could 
be and wait on God for what we lack. Looking towards a better 
future is an essential part of a life of faith. How do we reconcile 
this future hope, with the equally important spiritual discipline of 
living in the present moment?

Advent is the season which articulates this seeming contradiction. 
It is when we wait for the Christ who is to come and at the same 
time recognise that Christ has already come and indeed is with 
us now. We both look for tomorrow and live for today.

Living in the present is not about paying no heed to the future. It 
means living as fully as we can with things as they are - and that 
includes the longing that things might be different, because that 
is part of how things are. It means recognising what is hurting, 
unresolved and unfulfilled in us and bringing it to God again and 
again, or more likely again and again and again.

To pray is to wait. We will always be waiting. We will always be 
waiting for Christ. The mystery is that in the acuteness of the 
waiting, we discover the Christ who is already here. 

What has been the hardest wait of your life?

The day I waited for the birth of my eldest grandchild three years ago which was 
very complicated. It was excruciating sitting at the end of a phone with that 
mixture of not knowing, fear, as well as hope.

The 90 days I waited until my eldest daughter was well enough to come out of 
intensive care onto an ordinary ward. We went through so many crises during that 
period and almost to the last week, we were not sure if she would pull through. 
I remember one day when things seemed particularly bleak. At that point Katy 
was given a ten per cent chance of survival, and had just been taken down to 
theatre for yet another emergency procedure. I went to the hospital chapel to 
pray for her. When I left, I went to the canteen for a cup of tea. The sky was very 
dark, heavy with rain, and it seemed to reflect the sombre situation we were in. 
Suddenly, a flock of white doves wheeled in a circle against the sky. It seemed 
symbolic of the peace and presence of God’s spirit at work in the situation. Katy 
pulled through that day and although the waiting and hoping continued for a 
further two months, we did get to the end of that period. My predominant feelings 
at that time were that I was utterly helpless to influence events myself. All my hope 
lay with God.

There have been lots of ‘waits’ and my observation is that they have all involved 
either real human births, or the coming to birth of an idea, a project, or a 
vocation.

Why won’t people with power see that violence can never bring peace or justice? 
It’s been a long, agonising wait, and it’s not over yet.

Waiting for an answer to my prayer: to marry or not to marry.

Re
fle

c
ting

...

Waiting - By Jo Ind Discussion and action...

Creator God you gave us a time to be born and a time to die.

Thank you for the times we laughed and for your consolation at the times we wept.

Thank you for the times we were delighted and for the times we have delighted.

Thank you for the times we stood tall and pardon when we made ourselves small.

Thank you for the garden of our lives and the music of your dance.

Amen

Lord, you offer freedom to all people
Yet our lives are often constricted with fear, conflict and isolation.
We pray for those who are in prison,
Those whose lives are bound up with crime and violence,
Those living with the pain and damage 
They have inflicted upon themselves and others;
Hold out to them the promise of your love and freedom,
Heal those who have been wounded by their actions
And guide us as we seek to act justly, to love mercy
And to walk humbly with you, God of our Liberation.
Amen
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The Gatehouse café is at the heart of Oxford city and has been delivering dedicated 
care since 1988. It was set up by the churches to plug a gap in provision to the 
city’s numerous homeless people – the two hour period between the close of the 
city’s day centre and the opening of its night shelter. 

Gatehouse is a volunteer-led project, and has more than 200 of them: ordinary 
people showing extraordinary commitment. The project values the contributions 
people make of time and friendship. With an average of between 65 and 90 
homeless people using the service at each session, high staffing levels are 
essential. This ensures that clients (known as ‘guests’) receive personalised support 
and no one is turned away.

More information about the Gatehouse at www.oxfordgatehouse.org

For action ideas on homelessness see  
www.homelessness-sunday.org.uk;  
www.housingjustice.org.uk.
 
 (story adapted from ‘Grassroots’ factsheet, Church Urban Fund)

The Gatehouse Prayer

‘Be with us Lord, and with those whom we serve. And come among us as a 
guest.’ 

‘If you’re out of work or out of your mind, living on the streets,’ says 

one café guest, ‘this is an important part of your day. It’s good 

to have some thinking time, a place to go. I’m on the receiving 

end of the giving at the moment, but I should like to be on the 

giving end. We’re not often given an opportunity to be on the 

good guys, but we all want to be. At least I think we do.’

Story

Father, there is an epidemic of work related stress. We pray for all, especially those 

who are close to us, who suffer physical, mental or spiritual stress in their working lives. 

As you ordered and balanced creation, so help us to order and balance our lives that 

work pressures are creative, rather than destructive forces, and bring fulfilment, not 

frustration.  

Amen

Lord, thank you that you have made us who we are; that you know and love us 

individually and equally whatever colour we are.  Forgive us when we have not valued 

ourselves. Lord, help us to value and celebrate the diversity of humanity that you have 

created – each one of us in your image.

Amen
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Yet, when he took that path, it was only as a prelude to getting stuck in again. 
To feeling the pain of those around him – the sick, the lepers, the unloved and 
the disadvantaged – and to do what he could to respond to their needs and to 
transform their lives. That was, and is, the path of love.

And that is what I long to do consistently in my own life.  

Centuries ago, the Prophet Micah called upon his generation to ‘Act justly, love 
mercy and walk humbly with their God’.

I covet that for my own life – whether in responding to the needs of those caught 
up in the needs of rural, as well as urban, deprivation; the detainees at Campsfield 
and the other prisoners in Bullingdon and Huntercombe; the suffering of the millions 
affected by HIV/AIDS and the billions of people living well below the poverty line 
around the world. All these are of concern to God and should, therefore, be of 
concern to his people.

I know that it simply will not do to shut my eyes and hope these things will go 
away.

But I also need his passion and love to want to make things change. Overwhelming 
they may be, but love gets involved, even if it is only in a small way. Love recognises 
the humanity of others. Love does not seek to escape, it engages. And love will 
eventually triumph because, ultimately, it belongs to the nature of God himself.

How do you react to what you read or see or hear each day? As 
I write the bombs are falling on Beirut and the rockets on Haifa. 
By the time you read this, I hope and pray, we will no longer be 
seeing those horrible images blazoned on the front pages of our 
newspapers or shrieking at us in the news bulletins.

Yet the sad fact is, if it’s not those, it will be something else, 
and that is not because the media are particularly ghoulish or 
morbid – that is just how life is. Wherever you look in the world 
there is injustice.  The injustice of people caught up in a war or 
a famine not of their making; the injustice of deprivation with 
people lacking the life-chances so many of us have; the injustice 
of persecution by Christians, of Christians, or between those of 
differing faiths and ideologies.

And we know that as people, and as Christians, you and I should 
care about what is happening to our fellow human beings. They, 
like us, are unique, special people, made in the image of God. 
Yet all too often I find the experience just too much – and I know 
that I am not alone in that.

The fact is that our emotions simply cannot sustain the 
battering they receive from the world around us. It all becomes 
overwhelming, and we want to hide and forget about such 
things and get on with the rest of life

Sometimes I take comfort from the fact that, at times, it all 
became too much for Jesus. There were those days when he 
simply wanted to walk away from everything and everyone that 
was coming at him to make space for himself and his personal 
refreshment.

03
Section

Loving - By Colin Fletcher

Lo
ving

Jesus, you observed the work of the farmer and the shepherd. Today the farming 

community is under stress because of changes in perception, rising costs, market 

forces. Livelihoods have been ruined, homes lost, traditional ways of living threatened.  

Comfort those who are hurt, relieve those who are anxious, support those affected; 

and strengthen the ministry of all who reach out in care.

Amen   

His reality is not our reality, Lord. 

How can we know him?

He fears invisible powers, and carves out habits of survival we call ‘madness’.

He sits outside of ‘normality’, and seems lonely there.

Lord, help us to join others in their worlds, forsaking – if only for a moment - our own.

Give us the courage.

Amen
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Weep with those who weep, you said,
as though that were the heart of it.
The heart of love.
How is it to be within
the heart of all humanity,
crying all tears,
feeling all hurt, awe, dread, elation, indifference, anxiety?
Beyond comprehension.
How expansive must your heart be,
containing, holding, yet not contained by
all that makes us human?

I have no hands but yours, you said, 
nor feet, voice, eyes, ears, 
means of transformation.
How powerfully powerless to be
dispersed in humanity.
Loving, wanting, waiting
for us 
to see 
That one slender empathy
marks an entry point
into the divine.

When God asks you, how did you live? What will your answer be?

I lived as if the Son of Man met me in each person, not by rules or what 
institutions told me I should do.

By trying and going on trying and failing to be someone whom others might, if 
only on some brief occasion, a nanosecond or two, see Christ.

Apart from, ‘Not as well as I could or should have’, I lived as if everything were 
held secure in God’s hand.

I lived as if the world was wonderful and people mattered.

I tried to live just for each day that God gave me, as to see further ahead 
seemed impossible at times. I drew strength and comfort from the fact that all I 
had to think about was the new day that God gave me as a gift.

Re
fle

c
ting

...

Loving - By Alison Webster Discussion and action...

Father God. You forgot to tell me so much. Each day I find that the more I know the 

more there is to know. Worse still, the more I have forgotten.  Things move around 

hiding from me. Sometimes I cannot find you. Then I remember how you have loved 

me and that you have told me all I need to know. Father God, when I forget, you call 

me by name.

Amen

Praise be to you, God of all Creation,

For the joy of human love

And for the unique gift of each new life born into this world;

Help us so to love and cherish each child entrusted to our care

That our life together may reflect 

Your love and your delight in each one of us,

Father and Mother of us all.

Amen
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In the end we all want the same things. We want to be loved, to have a sense of worth, to 
be safe. Life has robbed refugee children of many of the ways in which most of us come 
to find those things and, if they survive the journey here, if they manage to stay and get 
to school, if they can put up with the bullying and racism, if they work hard enough and 
learn the language, then for nearly three quarters of them there will be a ‘reward’ on their 
18th birthday. They will be sent back to their country of origin – to the same dangers from 
which they fled.

(taken from a resource pack produced for Refugee Week by the Children’s Society Oasis 
Project, Ascent House,Chapel Street, Oxford, OX4 1XL, or see www.childrenssociety.org.uk, 
0845 300 1128)

Asylum Welcome has been working with asylum seekers and refugees in Oxford for over ten 
years, providing advice, information, support and friendship. They can be contacted at: 
276a Cowley Road, Oxford, OX4 1UR, 01865 722082, email asylum-welcome@supanet.
com.

For a summary of information and facts about asylum go to: http://www.refugeecouncil.
org.uk/news/myths/myth001.htm and download the pocket guide, ‘Tell it like it is: the truth 
about asylum’.

In my dreams,

I walk through the streets.
Everyone is asleep, including the alley cats.
The trees are fully grown,
The flowers have bloomed.
But still there is something missing,
Is it peace,
Chatter,
Friendship,
Or happiness?
Every night I walk through the streets
Trying to find my missing piece.

My Dreams: a poem by Amrutha Sridhar, a child refugee

God of purpose, we pray for those who suffer lack of fulfilment in their lives as a result 

of being unable to find paid employment. Inspire those who work in human resources 

to see the potential of people who are suffering a break in their working lives, that they 

may be bold in offering opportunities to those who need them. 

Amen

Lord, we see that there are wars between nations and within nations. We see how 

these are often to do with people and races against each other. Lord, forgive us 

that we often remain ignorant about the causes or inactive about our calling and 

involvement for peace. Help us Lord to make time and efforts in order to be more like 

the peacemakers you would have us be.

Amen
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Children can be very good at giving grown ups their come-
uppance. I remember one nativity play where a hall full of proud 
parents waited expectantly for the familiar Christian story to 
unfold. The scene opened. There was Mary, heavily pregnant. 
Beside her Joseph was knocking desperately on the Inn door. 
Parents held their breath for the familiar line, ‘Sorry, there’s no 
room’. At last the innkeeper’s boy flung open the door, ‘Come 
in!’ he shouted, ‘There is plenty of room. You must have the 
honeymoon suite.’ Of course the play stopped in its tracks. The 
story did not work when we had lost Jesus the outcast!

I was reminded of that incident as I found myself wondering, 
what if Mary had chosen differently? What if she had said ‘No,’ 
to the angel, ‘I am not going to bear God’s Son.’ Or if Jesus at 
the beginning of his ministry had said to the devil, ‘Yes, OK. I am 
hungry. I have been fasting in the wilderness. I could do with 
some food. Let’s make these stones bread.’ Like the audience 
at the play we would find ourselves stopped in our tracks. 

For we would have lost the Mary who dares to say ‘Yes’ to God, 
despite the craziness (how to explain the pregnancy) and 
despite the cost (‘a sword will pierce your own soul too’). And 
we would have lost the Jesus who takes up the battle for good 
and against evil. The Jesus who, in the words of Eric James, is 
‘an ikon of confrontation, the man of peace who disturbed the 
peace’ and who inspired figures like Martin Luther King, Ghandi 
and Mandela to political action. And ultimately we would have 
lost our faith, which confronts death and offers life.

Fortunately most of us are not called to big public confrontations with our choices. 
But we are still faced with choices about ‘God’ rather than mammon, good rather 
than evil. And there is the occasional scary confrontation, which makes us long 
for an angel saying ‘don’t be afraid.’ No wonder the temptation is to take the easy 
route and say, ‘Well, what I do does not matter very much.’ 

But that is to give in to fear and say ‘no’ to life; to risk the choice of a life unlived. 
In Sybille Bedford’s words, ‘You see when one’s young one doesn’t feel part of 
it yet, the human condition; one does things because they are not for good; 
everything is a rehearsal. To be repeated ad lib, to be put right when the curtain 
goes up in earnest. One day you know the curtain was up all the time. That was 
the performance.’

Alternatively we can join Mary in a ‘yes’ to God. We can listen to the angel and 
to Jesus saying ‘Fear not’. We can say our prayers and take courage. For, as the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead said,
‘Never doubt that a small group of people can change the world. Indeed that is 
all that ever has’. 

There was only one Jesus and a group of misguided disciples, only one Ghandi 
and a small group of followers, only one Martin Luther King and the same.

04
Section

Choosing - By Sheila Watson

C
ho

o
sing

Jesus, you lived in rural Galilee and ministered to the oppressed and needy of villages 

and the countryside. There are changes to contemporary rural living which have 

dislocated the indigenous and marginalized the local. We pray for justice for our rural 

communities, and for all who take responsibility for decision-making and who work for 

a balanced and just rural order.

Amen

O creator God, our Lord and Father,

Who delighted in what you made

Declaring it to be very good,

Help us to rejoice in your creation, to cherish it and nurture it

That your kingdom may come in Earth even as it is in Heaven.

Through Christ our Lord,  

Amen
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There is, in the end, only one choice – whether to take the risk 
of saying ‘yes’ to life or to settle for being less than we could be, 
safe in the familiar, resisting the God who beckons, winks and 
hides.

We are offered life in all its fullness. When we fail to embrace 
the offer, it is as often through lack of discernment as want of 
courage. If we knew for sure that one way would prove more 
fruitful than another, many of us would be brave enough to take 
the more promising option. The dilemma is knowing which path 
is which.

Discerning is rarely easy, not least because, as the Christmas 
story shows, God tends not to present himself in the most obvious 
of ways. We are asked to choose life, but knowing where it lies 
involves much more than looking into a crystal ball.

Recognising life requires that we pay attention, that we stay alert. 
Advent can be interpreted as a season in which we stay alert 
to our desires, each day sifting the deep from the superficial, 
taking the trouble to notice what enables us to grow in love and 
what causes diminishment to our communities and ourselves.

When we pay attention to this, the stuff of every day, however 
small, we are listening to the angels, we are watching for the 
star. Seeing and hearing, the choice is not such a hard one. 
We pick up our sheep. We untether our camels. We just have to 
dare.

‘Choosing life’ means… 

Loving all and learning how best and in what way to practice forgiveness of sins.

Through the grace of God, managing to carry on staying alive, when my every 
instinct was to quit.

Choosing life means to choose to live the gift of my life in ways I would not choose 
myself. It is for me about affirming all that is good and holy in this life I have been 
given. My life is no longer exclusively under my control. I have been shown new 
places, met people I would not have naturally chosen for myself and discovered 
that my life is more rich and full than I could ever have imagined, as a result of 
choosing to follow the source of all life.    

Choosing life means accepting death and having fun.

Re
fle

c
ting

...

Choosing - By Jo Ind Discussion and action...

Jesus you multiplied bread and distributed it to feed the hungry; you broke bread and 

distributed it to signal salvation. We thank you for the gift of food in creation and pray 

for a fairer distribution. Help us to see food as a tool for economic and environmental 

development and justice, the salvation for lifestyles, livelihoods and creation. 

Amen

Caring God, from our earliest life you are with us. Your love has been reflected through 

those who have nurtured and cared for us. Sometimes when we have been frail and 

weak we have been angry with those who cared, and with ourselves for needing that 

care. We can no longer see all those who have loved and cared for us but we have 

memories - some happy, others sad. We are thankful for them. We are thankful for 

those who still care and rejoice that, through your love, we can say sorry for the times 

we have been ungrateful. 

Amen  
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Andrew and Caroline were in their mid-thirties when they moved here.  Unsuccessful 
IVF treatments abandoned, a chance meeting with a PACT social worker let them 
to consider adopting - through PACT – instead.

‘We feel really blessed that things have worked out in such a straightforward way 
for us and we became parents to a tiny eight-year old in five year-old’s clothes, 
although everything about the process – from examining our own life in great 
detail for the application to the first few weeks of getting to know each other - is 
strenuous and demanding.

We kid ourselves that we chose the route we took, but actually the only really 
important step WE took was saying ‘yes’ – opening our minds – to something 
that would change our lives.  So many things along the path – from stumbling 
across PACT, to finding ourselves in a support group with other spiritually-engaged 
people, to finding a child whose foster carer later told us that her church had 
been praying for months that a Christian home be found –  indicate that this was 
no co-incidence.  It was a God-incidence.’

PACT’s annual report gives up-to-date information and is available at PACT’s central 
office, 7 Southern Court, South Street, Reading, Berkshire RG1 4QS.  Freephone 
0800 731 1845, email: info@pactcharity.org, website: www.pactcharity.org

Long before the days of local authority social services 
departments, it was the kind hearts and hard graft of Christians 
which aimed to reverse the fortunes of stigmatized and 
destitute unmarried mothers by finding them work so that they 
had the chance to keep and support their offspring. 

Nowadays, voluntary adoption agencies like Oxford Diocese’s 
Parents And Children Together tend to specialize in finding 
replacement homes for those children, currently in the care of 
local authorities, who are not - at first sight - the easiest to place.  
Maybe the child is older or has a more troubled background 
than others; perhaps there are siblings who all have to be 
placed together; equally often the child has a learning or 
motor disability.

Story

Praise God for the vision of John: the redeemed

From every race, nation, language and tribe,

Proclaiming the glory of God and the Lamb.

And praise God for the Church here on earth,

The Body of Christ, diverse peoples yet one,

Each member precious, and all members needing each other.

Amen

Lord, thank you that you hear all our requests and all the commitments we make to you. Help us 

Lord to turn these words into action. Help us to be brave, to go out of our way, and to stand firm 

against all types of racism. When people are patronised let us instead strengthen them; when 

people are discriminated against let us expose it with truth, and when people are exploited let 

us stand fully alongside them. Lord, help us to appreciate that this is for others’ sake as well as 

for our own.

Amen
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Advent of the Real World has four scripturally-inspired sections: Seeing, Waiting, 
Loving and Choosing. Each section includes a meditative reflection, a think-piece, 
and stories to inspire discussion and action. If you’re looking for recipients of your 
Sunday offerings, some key local and national organisations are highlighted. The 
accompanying booklet, ‘Praying through Advent’, has a prayer for each day of 
December, written and compiled by the social action team of Oxford Diocese.

Alison Webster, Editor
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