Advent Sunday, 27th November 2011. Canongate Kirk.

St Matthew 4:19-20
Jesus said to them, Come with me, and I will make you fishers of men. At once they left their nets and followed him.
Advent Sunday, St Andrew’s Day, Confirmation and Communion. More than enough for one service never mind one sermon, and a deliberately short one at that. And yet not such an impossible task as might at first appear to be the case because each in its own way marks a new opportunity, a new beginning. Advent Sunday, St Andrew’s Day, Confirmation and Communion. Advent Sunday, the first not just in the season of Advent but in the whole liturgical year, marks an obviously new beginning, full of hope and expectation as the 10 o’clock congregation observed with the lighting of that first candle representing hope. 

The sacred year has now revolved, accepted of the Lord,

When heaven’s high promise is fulfilled, and Israel is restored.

Hope and high promise apply just as well to St Andrew and his brother. So many hopes pinned on Jesus. Such high promise to be made fishers of men. 

As, of old, St Andrew heard it by the Galilean lake,

Turned from home and toil and kindred, leaving all for his dear sake.
How ironic that St Andrew’s Day is to be marked this year by a public holiday for some and a strike by others. Such a deliberate programme of inactivity is somehow at odds with his readiness to respond, to do something, to make a new beginning. Jesus said to them, Come with me, and I will make you fishers of men. At once they left their nets and followed him.

This morning’s Act of Confirmation similarly reflects a readiness to respond to the call of Jesus to follow him and as for Andrew by the Galilean lake so for Naomi and Flora and Charles who will shortly make - in the old-fashioned language of the Church - public profession of their faith and be confirmed and received into the communicant membership of this congregation. A new beginning for them certainly, and after many years since the last such occasion here a welcome renewal for us all of vows once taken and an equally welcome recognition of different stages reached on the faith journey that we continue to share together in this place. 

When, at your table, each time of returning,

Vows are renewed and our courage restored,

May we increasingly glory in learning

All that it means to accept you as Lord.

At Communion we make a new beginning too. Each time of returning to the table, each time of receiving the elements, each time of remembering the sacrifice, each time of resolving to follow him more nearly. Jesus said to them, Come with me, and I will make you fishers of men. At once they left their nets and followed him. So there you have it. Advent Sunday and St Andrew’s Day, Confirmation and Communion. At every turn a new beginning, a new calling, a new challenge, a new opportunity. “Let us accompany you” wrote Zechariah, “for we have heard that God is with you”. May He be with us in all our endeavours today, and in all our new beginnings may we accompany Jesus for we too have heard that God is with him. Jesus said to them, Come with me, and I will make you fishers of men. At once they left their nets and followed him. Amen. 
