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So, today is one of those days with various different titles. Officially, in the lectionary, it is the
Sunday next Before Advent, but it is also Stir-up Sunday and the feast of Christ the King. So,
let’s consider each of those titles.
I found a very useful HISTORY OF STIR-UP SUNDAY on the wonderful web. And it said this.
Any Brit can tell you about the delights of a delicious Christmas pudding at the end of the
Advent season! However, the traditional dish hasn’t always looked the same over the years.
With various different ingredients and surrounding traditions, the Christmas pudding is the
whole point of Stir-Up Sunday and carries an interesting history.
In the 1300s, the first rudimentary Christmas puddings were cooked up. They were originally a
porridge called ‘frumenty,’ and were defined by a soupy mixture of beef, mutton, spices, wine,
and various dried fruits, like prunes. In anticipation of other activities, many people would fast
through Advent, and frumenty would be their last meal in preparation.
Over the next two hundred years, frumenty morphed into more of a plum pudding. Additions of
breadcrumbs, eggs, dried fruit, and spirits added to the flavor and texture of the meal. Later, it
became the official meal of Christmas dinners, around 1650.
This was short-lived, however, as strict Puritans decided it was an evil meal around 1664. The
story ends in 1714, when George I of Germany re-introduced pudding for Christmas, since he
enjoyed plum pudding. The Christmas pudding was a staple of the Victorian era.
The history of Stir-Up Sunday has few firm dates, but the tradition solidly stretches back to
Victorian times, when families would stir the pudding together, a few weeks before Christmas,
making a wish for the new year with each turn of the spoon. However, the holiday’s roots
stretch back even further — to 1549. The name of the holiday comes from the Book of Common
Prayer of 1549, which gives the collect on what was then described as the 25 th Sunday after
Trinity, “Stir-up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenteously
bringing forth the fruit of good works, may of thee be plenteously rewarded; through Jesus
Christ our Lord. Amen”. These days that collect reappears as our post communion prayer.
Which brings us on to that next title of this Sunday, “the Sunday next before Advent”, and it
rather left me with the question, “What should I be doing in Advent this year”?
To me, the one thing that is important is that we do something to recognise this season. Along
with Lent, with its run up to Easter, the other major festival in the Christian calendar, Advent is a
time of preparation for us as we ready ourselves to celebrate God appearing to us fully human
in the form of the baby Jesus.

In the church the beginning of Advent is the beginning of a new year. We finish our lectionary
book – the book that gives the readings for that year and all the information about saints and
colours, and we see which of the gospels we will concentrate on next year – it’s Matthew next
year! Between Christmas and Pentecost we live the whole story of Jesus’s life on earth, and so
it is right we should prepare ourselves for this. So how?
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Well, an Advent calendar is a good way to start. No it doesn’t start from Advent Sunday, but to
watch the passing of the days as we move through December can help us focus on what is to
come.
Another neat way to prepare ourselves is to read the gospel according to Luke during
December, one chapter a day – why Luke? Because it has 24 chapters which if you start on the
1st December, perhaps when you open your Advent calendar, takes you all the way up to
Christmas Eve.
Or you might want to go a step further and get hold of one of the books of Advent reflections
that are around – this year I’m going to use this one, “Walking Backwards to Christmas: An
Advent journey from light to darkness” by the current Archbishop of York, Stephen Cottrell,
written whilst he was bishop of Chelmsford.
Whatever you choose to do, I urge you to do something. Advent is a very special time; it also is
usually a very busy time, and if we are not careful we can get so trapped in the preparations of
gifts, of parties, of who will be where when over the Christmas period,
that Advent will come and go, and we will not be ready for Christmas in the most important way
– being ready to welcome the human God into our midst.
So, the final title for today is the feast of Christ the King. You may well think that a feast with a
name so fundamental to our Christian faith would have been around since the year dot. But I’m
afraid you’d be wrong.
It was only as recent as 1925, when Pope Pius XI added the feast of Christ the King into the
Roman Catholic calendar on a date in mid-October. His intention was to encourage the whole
people of God to consider the importance of obedience to Christ. This is some of what he said:
“If to Christ our Lord is given all power in heaven and on earth; if all men, purchased by his
precious blood, are by a new right subjected to his dominion; if this power embraces all men, it
must be clear that not one of our faculties is exempt from his empire. He must reign in our
minds, which should assent with perfect submission and firm belief to revealed truths and to
the doctrines of Christ. He must reign in our wills, he must reign in our hearts, he must reign in
our bodies.”
It was not until 1970 that the Roman Catholic church moved the feast day to the last Sunday of
the church’s liturgical year and the feast was not only increased in importance due to it being
celebrated on a more prominent day, but it was also adopted by other Christian churches
including the Church of England.

So this seemingly important feast day has been with us for barely 50 years.
Thinking about Pope Pius XI’s intentions made me consider the sort of King that Jesus is. Whilst
we read about him frequently telling his disciples, along with anyone else who would listen, that
he was God’s son, and therefore someone of great importance, I always have this picture of
Jesus being a gentle, quite modest, very caring man, who when he goes about his day to day
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business, sounds like anything but a King in the way that we – and indeed the people who were
around when Jesus lived on this earth, would be expected to act. So I turned to our readings to
see how they would help us.
The first reading that we heard from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, tells us about what the
section heading in my bible calls, “The supremacy of Christ”. Paul is writing to the church in
Colossae – this is a church that he didn’t set up, consisting of a group of people he had never
met. It was set up by a man called Epaphras who had recently visited Paul in prison, and Paul
wrote this letter to them from prison. Epaphras had told Paul that the church was doing pretty
well, but they were under all sorts of cultural pressures to turn away from Jesus, so Paul wrote
this letter to address some of the issues that Epaphras had raised and to build up a closer
devotion to Jesus. So, as part of the letter we have what is almost a hymn of praise describing
Jesus as Lord. It has two stanzas – the first describing Jesus as the Lord of creation: it says “He is
the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, for in him all things in heaven and on
earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things,
and in him all things hold together.” So the first part of the Supremacy of Christ is because
Christ has always existed, Jesus was part of that creation. John 1:1 says, “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” Jesus was that “Word”.
So, then the second stanza in this hymn tells us Jesus is the Lord of the new transformed people
of God – the church. It says “He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the
firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to
himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his
cross.”
By his very being, by his very existence, from the beginning, to this very day and beyond, the
supremacy of Jesus, the King, is something that must be recognised – whether he acted as
people considered a King would act, or not.
The very last phrase in that second stanza of our hymn, takes us to the reading from Luke – “by
making peace through the blood of his cross.” It might seem to be a strange time to be reading
about the crucifixion of Jesus – just as we are beginning to gear up to our preparations for
Christmas, but here we see the actions of someone who is truly a King as he interacts with two
of his, I guess we could call them his citizens. The verse immediately before our reading
reminds us who these two men were who were being crucified either side of him.
“Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him.” And these
two citizens reacted to Jesus in such a contrasting way, and we have this slightly bizarre
conversation between two men, hanging on the cross, dying, one poking fun at Jesus and the
other defending Jesus. And Jesus, in agony, still manages to reach out to the man who in his last
hours on earth had accepted Jesus as having something to do with God, and should therefore at
least be respected. And Jesus says to him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in
Paradise.” Astonishing.
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This is the man who moments earlier had been mocked by the crowd, “let him save himself if he
is the Messiah of God his chosen one.” He was mocked by the soldiers, “If you are the King of
the Jews save yourself.” And he was mocked by one of the criminals. And despite all that
mocking, all that pain he was in, he was able to reach out to the man who believed.
So, on this feast of Christ the King, let’s make sure that we don’t get enveloped by all the fun
things that will happen over the next month or so, to the extent that we are not prepared to
welcome the human birth of this King into our midst; let our faith be stirred up; and let us
prepare ourselves for Christmas in the way that our King would want, starting today, the Sunday
next before Advent.
Amen
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