Advent III, 2011 The Rev’d Dr Cathy Thomson
“Light and Water”
One of the great joys of living in Brisbane is that you can travel the stretch of the Brisbane River in a CityCat.  When I first visited Brisbane in 2001 for General Synod, having no idea that five years later I would be called to come to live here, I remember enjoying my first ride on the CityCat.  A group of us from South Australia and Victoria travelled from North Quay to the University, then on the reverse journey to Hamilton, and back to the city centre again.  I don’t know if people born in Brisbane find this rather passé, but for relatively new Brisbanites like Ian and I, it’s something that we do with every visitor from interstate, and it never fails to be of interest and delight to them and to us.  These same travelers never fail to enjoy the beauty of the city of Brisbane at night with the interplay of water and light.  The brightness of the city’s buildings, the vitality of the city’s life is reflected in the river. My affection for the Brisbane River is returning now following a time of great ambivalence (following the devastating floods this year).  I wonder how you are now feeling about that river that is in a strange way our life-blood, as this flood year ends and another new year is imminent…
So far during Advent my sermons have reflected contrary elements like power and gentleness; destruction and restoration.  Today I have set myself the task of speaking about water and light.  Light and water are not contrary in the sense of the ideas in those previous sermons.  But they are important transformative elements in our world.  They are mysterious.  Light and water in their underived, natural state are impossible to hold, to grasp, to own or to employ… They are elusive by their very natures, yet their interplay within creation is relied upon for the generation and sustaining of life.  Without water, human beings and all God’s creatures could not survive; without light they could not survive healthily.  (We all know that we derive much of our vitamin D from the sunshine). As light and water interplay, plants and all green things are generated and grow in the earth. 
It is hardly surprising that light and water have found their way into our Christian tradition as sacred symbols.  Water is used for cleansing, the washing away of sin, in our baptismal rites.  The use of water as central to the faith is recounted in that rite of baptism, so we remember the parting of the Red Sea, as we remember the baptism of Jesus by John in the Jordan.  And light is what is given to us in the beginning,  God said let there be light and there was light, with a special light assigned for the day time (the sun) and the moon and the stars for the night.  Again in the baptismal ceremony, light is given to us in the form of our baptismal candles, as we are exhorted to “shine as a light in the world”.

Our Psalmist, writer of Psalm 126 is concerned to use water as a symbol of restoration.  Again as in previous Advent readings it is the restoration of Judah following the exile in Babylon that is being referred to here.  This hope is expressed in the words, “turn again our fortunes as the streams return to the dry south”.
Light is very significant to John the Baptist, as it is a symbol for Christ himself, the one to whom John is to bear testimony, the light who was coming into the world.  John is at pains to point out that Christ is the true light, not a light artificially generated but clear, bright, natural, underived light.  It is this kind of light only that is adequate to symbolize the Christ.  John compares himself to this original and originating light as merely a lamp.  
And the effects of the interplay between water and light are seen in the Isaiah passage which speaks of God’s planting of the land, of the earth bringing forth its fruits, just like a garden which causes what is sown to spring up. The metaphor that shows the culmination of all this generative and regenerative interplay of earth, water and light, is the development of the oaks of righteousness, the people of God who stretch up high, while their roots go way down deep. They are secure, solid, firmly planted. Moreover, they bear fruit - they are useful and have a specific purpose...All throughout scripture the people of God are compared to one sort of a tree or another.  
We might ask the significance of water and light for Advent.  The main point is that they are generative and regenerative of life.  Advent is a season when we welcome the life of God into the very world that God had made.  Well, at this end of the year, what kind of a world is that in our experience?  For students it’s been frantic and now, for most, is better.  For people involved education as a profession whether primary, secondary or tertiary, it’s been frantic, remains frantic for some, and is beginning to get better as the summer holiday begins. For people in other professions and in business it’s been frantic and remains frantic, and will continue to be so despite everyone’s intention to have a break of some sort over the holiday period.  In case you haven’t noticed, the operative word here is “frantic”.  More than any other it seems to sum up day to day existence in the twenty-first century for those who work, care for children or grandchildren, and who attempt to fulfil their calling to be the best they can be in their professions.  We are God’s oaks of righteousness in the world, but sometimes we’re too busy or “frazzled” to make the connection.  
We live in a complex world, and there is no quick easy and “feel good” solution to the frenetic pace of our lives.  I hope that there will be giftedness for you during this Advent season of a two to four week break at the coast.  For those for whom this won’t happen, there is only, for now, the meaning we can derive from what we are doing, and the sacredness we can stumble across that gives frenetic lives shape and significance.
Water and light are God’s building blocks for life.  It may not be possible to have specified time out for reflection during Advent, but we can be aware of the place of those two regenerative elements in our lives.  Could we, simply, take note over the next week of areas in our lives when these two elements give us momentary peace and joy?  The hot shower springs to mind, the shaft of sunlight on spring shrubs and flowers, light reflecting in the water at whatever part of the Brisbane River we find ourselves.  Brisbane glittering with coloured lights at night.  And if we can only find the little derivative lights of Christmas trees, the little glintings of early morning dew on a leaf, that’s still ok, particularly if we remember to say thank you to God for them and for helping us pause to appreciate them..  
Thank you God for the simple elements of life that despite our complex world still speak to us of the reality of your presence, the joy that you care for us, and the hope bound up in the story of the Christ Child we are to welcome among us in a few weeks’ time.  Amen.
