Nine Lessons

‘Christmas is weird - at which other time of the year do you sit in front of a dead
tree and eat sweets out of your socks?’
and as we are reminded by our police force
‘Drive carefully, it is not only cars that can be recalled by their maker’
I thought these might just get your attention.
So we have made it to the 20th December; hopefully, you have survived crowds,
black Friday, mad,bad boozy Friday, panic Sunday,Cyber Monday and all the other
post modern age vagaries of this time of year.
Venturing out into what seems at times like a medieval battle scene is not my idea
of a good time but it’s usually a fertile ground when contemplating the human
condition at this time of year….
Whether on foot or in cars, the run up to Christmas does not bring out the more
noble traits in the human
character. To survive, you simply have to learn to be grumpy,assertive, downright
un Christian and use your rolls of wrapping paper to double up as a broad sword.
O where is that Christmas spirit of good will to all and peace on Earth? Of course,
in a carol…
But tonight, I guess, we have all taken time out from this seasonal madness for an
hour of calm and contemplation, preferably of the spiritual kind because that’s the
church’ target and we all know how important targets are…
Of course, you have also come to hear the angelic voices of St.Mary’s church choir,
who have, incidentally, been practising for weeks to sing with you and for you
tonight.
But it is Christmas and therefore right that I focus on this forthcoming festival.
So why do we spend millions of pounds, slog through heaving crowds, fall out with
our nearest and dearest over trivia and as to who is to provide the festive fare this
time? Does anyone remember or even care?There must be a reason. Ah, it’s
Christmas, that annual madness which descends on the nation at this time of year.
Don't get me wrong; any excuse to celebrate, even the odd Christian has been known
to make merry.
In anticipation of the soon to be upon us Christmas Day, I should just mention
presents.
The exchange of presents is key, the reason for the season; I look forward to
getting loads of them so my family take note. But seriously….

At the heart of this paper ripping fest, we should take a moment to remind
ourselves just why we exchange gifts, why we celebrate Christmas at all.The clue is
in the name ‘Christ Mass’, obviously something to do with Christ.
Just over 2000 years ago a baby boy was born into a very ordinary, poor family,
God’s present to mankind.
This tiny child would grow up and become an important teacher, responsible for our
faith.
Jesus spent his ministry healing, teaching compassion and understanding; He spoke
about accepting people for who they were, He talked about peace, and loving one
another, even those we don't particularly like. Jesus also spoke of repentance and
forgiveness..
With such revolutionary ideas He was bound to cause a stir. He was a controversial
figure, someone who spoke out against injustice. He hung out with the poor, the
diseased, those who were despised by the society of the day. Many did not want to
hear his message; people were challenged by His teaching and it still challenges
today.
Jesus lived in an age of uncertainty, so do we: there is fear, wars are made on
innocent individuals in their own countries, not to mention those many places in the
world where human rights are ignored and violence flourishes. In such needy times
good news is sorely welcome, then as now. In this, our brave new cyber world we
need faith, to trust in a message that spells hope of a better way, to trust and
believe as Mary and Joseph did.
A new rendition of the carol ‘Silent night’ has the words
‘peace and hope have come through Jesus Christ the Son’. OK, so, pretty words but
what is that to do with Christmas and with us here now?
Love, peace, forgiveness and hope are the key to Jesus’ teaching.
Love we can do; not so sure about loving one another… All of us gathered here know
something about love because there’s lots about and there are so many varieties.
In the New Testament the word love is used 220 times.
That tells us it’s quite important.
Peace,forgiveness, hope.. may seem a little harder to come by at the moment. Those
of you who are optimists have the capacity to see the light at the end of difficult times
while others are not so fortunate. Why should this be? Why do some have implicit faith,
some none and there, in the middle, are the doubters. And then there’s hope…
We should always have hope; without it the world would be an even darker place.
Faith is not easy either but when our backs are against the wall, when we face an
insidious evil so heinous that it is beyond normal comprehension, that is the time, surely,
when we look again at the teachings of Jesus.

Centuries of church dogma and doctrine have sometimes obscured the wonderful
truth that in Jesus, God came down into the midst of our world. That’s what happened
on that very first Christmas.
I believe something has brought you all here tonight. I would like to think that it may
have something to do with faith and hearing some good news.
Across the country millions attend carol services such as this one every year to relive
the Christmas story, to re-connect with a narrative that is in the very fabric of our
culture.
The original Christmas story brought people together. just as it has brought us all here
tonight.The wealthy, wise men stood with the lowly shepherds in a poor stable in
Bethlehem; no one was turned away from the wonderful reality and presence of God’s
Son.
Bethlehem,today, is a run down, poor town. Standing in the Shepherds’ fields, strewn
with rocks and caves (almost unchanged for centuries) just outside the town, one can
look towards the distant hill on which stands the church of the nativity built, so
tradition has is, over the very stable where the infant Jesus was born and sense that
something special happened here.
Standing in those fields was an amazing experience. The angelic host sadly did not make
an appearance but I could imagine how this lonely hillside might have come alive with
the light born in Bethlehem so long ago, a light to counter the darkness.
It is this light of which St.John speaks in the opening chapter of his gospel. In a few
minutes you can reconnect with this powerful piece of scripture and ponder the
timeless words.
The light shines in the darkness and the darkness does not overcome it.
‘There was a man called John sent from God …to give evidence about the light so
everyone might believe though him…The true light gives light to every human being…
This is the light of the Christ child and it is open to anyone who will accept Him. This
is the light of the world which brings hope, and overcomes the darkness which blights
so many places of our world.
In this particular Christmas present there is a divine goodness and we are all invited
to unwrap it. This gift costs nothing, it does not come from a store but it’s user
friendly, does not need batteries and lasts forever.
May you find it under your tree or even at the bottom of a Christmas stocking this
year and may it bring you all a very blessed, peaceful Christmas.
Amen

