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• One of our most familiar words here at Grace is “Formation.” We use the 
phrase, Discipleship Formation, in place of the old fashioned title, Christian 
Education. This is because our culture associates education mainly with 
cerebral or cognitive learning, and with accumulating data and information. 
Formation more readily suggests an all-of-life process involving the whole 
person. It has to do with who we are, not just with what we know. 

• This distinction is especially relevant to Advent. In this season, we focus on 
openness to change, on growth into what is new, and on the fulfillment of 
God’s purposes for the whole world. In other words, in Advent, we open our 
eyes to the widest possible horizon. We look to see how God is coming into 
the whole world, embracing the totality of ourselves and all of life. 

• Advent centers on our anticipation of the Holy One’s arrival, whose coming 
into our world brings great change. In Advent, we expect transformation ~ 
transformation of what we know, and in how we know it. 

• "Now we see through a glass darkly," says Paul. "But then, we shall see face 
to face." Our perception and knowledge will grow and change when we see 
true holiness, face to face. So now, in the words of a beloved collect, we ask 
God to "let the whole world see and know that things which were cast down 
are being raised up, and things which had grown old are being made new, 
and that all things are being brought to their perfection, by him through 
whom all things were made... Jesus Christ our Lord."  1

• The Messiah’s Advent has three dimensions: He was and is, and is to come.  2

The Messiah’s arrival is about raising up what has been cast down, making 
new what has gown old, and bringing to fulfillment all that is incomplete. We 
come to know God, ourselves and the world, in a new way after his arrival. 
The difference that the Messiah makes to our knowing does not result from 
simple addition. In other words, ‘Knowing the world through Christ’s 
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coming’ is not simply ‘Knowing the world before Christ, plus one!’ With the 
arrival of the Messiah, everything is different - even knowledge itself. With 
Christ, and in Christ, we fully love what we know, and we fully know what we 
love. 

• I share with you today an Annunciation painting by the Welsh painter, Clive 
Hicks-Jenkins. You may have seen it before: it’s called, "The Virgin of the 
Goldfinches." I hesitate to use this painting because of one distinctive 
element ~ the Angel’s upraised arm. At first, it concerned me. Through 
correspondence with the painter, I know that Jenkins intends ambiguity by 
the angel's upraised arm. It’s not an insignificant element in Jenkins’ 
complex portrayal of God's Advent in a needy world. It was predicted 
before the first Advent; and was predicted about his Second Coming; God's 
arrival brings accountability and uncertainty. 

• At first, an upraised arm looks forbidding, just as the theme of judgment in 
our readings sounds ominous. Likely, we perceive both as negative—
especially if we hear and read our Gospel words literally. But with both, the 
painting and our Gospel, we may be surprised. 

• Try making a fist with your hand. After all, isn't this precisely what's unsettling 
about the posture of the Angel's arm? But, by making a fist, you will notice 
something. When a person does this, especially when threatening another, 
the fingers are tightly curled-in, so that the fingernails are turned inward, 
mostly out of sight. The thumb is crossed over and against one or more of 
the knuckles. Make a fist, and you will see a crucial difference between your 
own hand, and the raised hand of the angel in the painting. The angel's 
hand is not, in fact, in the shape of a fist. The angel's hand is relaxed, with 
the fingertips flat against the palm instead of tightly curled, and the thumb 
vulnerable, resting next to the index finger. This is how we hold something 
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precious, or which exceeds the size of our grasp; it is how we pull 
something down from above, as with a handle. 

• In other words, the angel's hand may at first appear threatening. This is just 
as painters often portray Jesus' upraised arm in the Cleansing of the 
Temple. Yet, this is more likely ~ the angel is reaching up to pull something 
down. This angelic intermediary between God and humanity reaches up, to 
pull some of heaven down from above.  

• A traditional Catholic mass for Advent includes these words taken from the 
prophet Isaiah: “Drop down, ye heavens from above, and let the skies pour 
down righteousness.”  The words wonderfully anticipate a recovered 3

understanding of God’s mission to us in the Messiah, based on the New 
Testament. As Tom Wright puts it, “Jesus’s resurrection is the beginning of 
God’s new project, not to snatch people away from earth to heaven, but to 
colonize earth with the life of heaven.”  So the Angel pulls heaven down to 4

Mary, and therefore, to us.  

• What gives me confidence about my reading of this imagery? Well, several 
things: The leaves in the angel’s hand are likely an olive branch, a symbol of 
peace and purity. They say something both about the angel and about the 
one whom he greets. But notice another aspect of the angel's posture. At 
first, the angel may appear to stand over the Virgin Mary, possibly implying 
a threat. By looking closely, we see something else. The angel stands beside 
the Virgin rather than over her, if not actually in front of her. Look at his legs 
in relation to the fold of her cloak, and her feet. Even more telling is his left 
wing, superimposed in front of her hair, with his arm superimposed over 
that same wing. In other words, it is visually impossible that he is behind her, 
threatening her with his arm. He is beside and somewhat in front of her, 
pulling down the mystery of another world to this one. 
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• Look at the Virgin's eyes. If Mary perceived and feared a threat posed by 
that upraised arm, she would be looking at that hand, and at him. But she is 
not; nor is he looking at her. Reflectively, she is looking out and down at the 
world in front of her - at the same foreground, in fact, at which the angel is 
looking. They are both looking at the area where the beautifully-colored 
gold-finches are in flight. Like angels, birds represent intermediaries 
between the realm of the sky and that of the earth. And here, both the angel 
and Mary are looking at the world God so loves, to which the Word now 
comes with new power. 

• God in Christ returns in Judgment. At first, this idea may seem like an 
upraised arm, as implying a threat. But we need not be afraid; for judgment 
is about perception and knowledge. Judgment is about coming to see, and 
then knowing clearly, what before was hidden or unclear. We need not fear 
God’s judgment of ourselves, unless we cling to what is incomplete. The 
Messiah comes less to judge us, than to judge the incompleteness within us
— and, within our world. For he arrives to bring completion and fulfillment, 
even where we have ceased to look for it. He brings peace and purity to a 
world sorely in need of both. For this coming of God into our midst we want 
to be awake. For this transformation of ourselves and our world, we want to 
remain alert. 
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Clive Hicks-Jenkins/Virgin of the Goldfinches  
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Matthew 25:1-13 

Jesus said, Jesus said,  

“In those days, after that suffering, 

the sun will be darkened, 

 and the moon will not give its light, 

and the stars will be falling from heaven, 

 and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 

Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. Then he 
will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth 
to the ends of heaven. 

“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its 
leaves, you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you 
know that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away 
until all these things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
not pass away. 

“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father. Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. It is like 
a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his 
work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. Therefore, keep awake—for you 
do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at 
cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I 
say to you I say to all: Keep awake.” 

Notes: 

 Words from a collect appointed for Good Friday, the Great Easter Vigil, and for Ordinations; see BCP:1

280, 291, 515, 528, and 540.

 To paraphrase the words of the contemporary worship chorus, “Revelation Song.”2

 Taken from the Latin Vulgate version of Isaiah 45:8. Source: the Wikipedia article on Rorate Coeli, also 3

known as The Advent Prose; see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rorate_Coeli . These words echo the 
opening words of our first reading from Isaiah 64:1-9.

 As quoted in James Bryan Smith, The Magnificent Story: Uncovering a Gospel of Beauty, Goodness, 4

and Truth (Apprentice Resources) (p. 126). InterVarsity Press. Kindle Edition {punctuation slightly 
altered}.
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