Sermon for Christmas Eve midnight service 2011 

Let’s pray… 

When I was a teenager, I used to attend the midnight service with my parents at my home church in Bournemouth. I loved it! I fell for the atmosphere, particularly the undeniable impact of attending church so late at night. From the ceiling there would hang wooden circlets, which were decorated with greenery and candles, and the whole service would be candlelit. It was magical! I think there was something profound about the light shining in the darkness that seemed so very symbolic – candles are lovely at the best of times, but (and I realise I’m stating the obvious here!) they really come into their own in the dark. 

Both of our readings take us into the middle of dark places… 

Historically they are dark, both are set at a time of great oppression and uncertainty for God’s people; politically they are dark, both finding God’s people under precarious rule, whether under a succession of dodgy kings as in Isaiah’s day, or the puppet king, Herod who governed under Roman occupation at the time of Jesus birth; and our New Testament reading is even physically in darkness as much of the action takes place at night time. 

When it is dark, we desperately need to hold onto anything that brings us hope and light, whether we are giving thanks for those things that we can look back on with grateful hearts, whether we’re looking for signs of hope in the present, or looking to the future for glimpses of better times ahead. What was it Del Boy was always saying in Only Fools and Horses… “this time next year Rodney… we’ll be millionaires…” Looking forward with hope is a potent thing.

Our Isaiah passage seems to follow this pattern of looking to the past, the present as well as the future for hope, as the writer begins he looks back with gratitude, in fact the beginning of the passage has the feel of a song of thanksgiving for what God has already done - ‘the people walking in darkness have seen a great light… you have enlarged the nation…’ Yet it slowly becomes clear that the writer isn’t just looking back; as he goes on, he seems to be noting God’s actions in the present before he looks forward to a time yet to come… 

I have fairly recently read a wonderful book called ‘The Meaning is in the Waiting’ by Paula Gooder, which is about the waiting associated with the Advent season. In one chapter of the book, she reflects on the Old Testament prophecies which seem to look towards the birth of Jesus, and this passage from the book of Isaiah is one of them. She says something which I found really helpful – and I hope you will too… she says, the telling of the story of God is like pushing a snowball from the top of a hill: God’s redemption plan is like the snowball because as it rolls, it gathers layers of snow as it goes, over time developing deeper meaning as the words come to fruition. 

For example, the prophets, who spoke 100s of years before the birth of Christ spoke keenly into the situation they saw around them, speaking of judgement, truth and hope, pointing to God’s hand at work … but they also spoke profoundly into a situation that was yet to come – so that as the snowball continues down the hill, with the benefit of a layer of time, it becomes clear that the prophecy also has something hugely relevant and illuminating to say about a time many centuries later, when these words are fulfilled as Jesus is born, and the coming of God’s kingdom is proclaimed… But the snowball gathers up more snow and the prophecy also speaks beyond that time into the time that follows – Isaiah says, ‘of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end…’ reminding us that this prophecy is still being fulfilled even today and on into the future.

I think that’s why this passage is so popular – because it is timeless – the snowball keeps rolling down the hill, and with each turn of time, every layer of snow adds new meaning with the benefit of hindsight… pointing out God’s hand at work, bringing the light of hope and truth into the darkness.

The nativity narrative, which we have also heard read to us has elements of this… it is a description of what once happened, but there is something equally timeless – what is described is not only the fulfilment of prophecies made centuries before, it is not only a description of what happened and when, but it also points into our future… the angel says to the shepherds ‘I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people’ – ‘all the people’ is not limited to the shepherds on the hillside, or the inhabitants of the town, or even limited to that period of time, as it is spoken in the future tense, it says ‘ALL the people’, and that includes you and me… this good news is something that shall happen, and still happens.

It can be tempting to consign the Christmas narrative and accompanying prophecies to the past – a good tale that we tell once a year and then forget about – what possible relevance can it have today? Yet, it has huge significance. There is hope writ large there, we see light poured out through these accounts in both the Old and New Testaments that draw together the past, present and future. 

As part of our Advent group this year looked at Mary’s song of joy when she discovers that she is going to be the mother of Jesus, sometimes called the Magnificat, and we were encouraged to write our own version of it. The Magnificat is poetry of great trust, and follows a similar pattern to the one we’ve been thinking about – Mary reflects on all that God has done in the past, sees his hand at work in the present and looks forward to a time when God will shape and change the world. And as we looked again at it, it struck me just how much trust it takes to look for hope in such a way in times of darkness. 

Trust is a huge part of the Christmas story, and begs the constant question – does God really know what he is doing? Can I really look to the future with hope? But Isaiah looked ahead and said – one day, instead of darkness, there will be light, instead of death there will be a child, instead of the barrenness of war, there will be fruitfulness. And not only will war and oppression be abolished, the means by which war and oppression are exercised will themselves be destroyed. Where once oppression was a burden to be carried, the yoke itself is shattered, where once armies strode through their land, their boots and uniforms will be burnt to ashes. And in their place a vulnerable child will bring strength, wisdom, might, fatherhood and peace… 

Each of these characteristics are to be celebrated at the best of times, but are perhaps most appreciated in dark and difficult times. 

Did you know, the phrase for wonderful counsellor literally means – wonder-planner… isn’t that a beautiful description of hope? For many of us, this world is a place of confusion and uncertainty at times, from such a place, we surely welcome the wise planning of wonders.

When all seems to be lost and we need someone to go ahead of us, to be our champion… there we look to the might of God.

In times of pain and vulnerability we long for a fatherhood that is constant and doesn’t waver, that promises never to leave or forsake us.   

And we ache for peace in the midst of conflict… peace, in its broadest sense, not just the absence of war, but a peace of heart that brings with it contentment, a peace that God promises will be part of his kingdom.

So, if we are feeling like times are dark, can we take a moment in the midst of the busyness of this season to look back with grateful hearts and endeavour to see God’s hand at work, to strive to see his involvement in our lives now, and to be courageous enough to look to the future with eyes of trust and hope. 

I mentioned earlier that in our Advent group we had the opportunity to respond to Mary’s Magnificat with our own versions if we wished. I have asked Janet Garrity’s permission to use her version of the Magnificat, which Clarissa is going to read for us now. As you listen, allow it to fill you with hope and trust. Perhaps you could consider writing your own version as a Christmas activity?

My Magnificat by Janet Garrity

Heavenly Father I will praise you

For you have put a new song in my heart

And freed me from fear and doubt.

I will sing with the Angels because

You protected me from the evil one.

You stopped his burning arrows from harming me.

When I called on you Lord, you were always there,

You never left me, even in my darkest hour.

I will magnify your name for you have done great 

Things in my life and answered many of my prayers.

You have given me a future that is bright and true and 

your light will shine for all to see.  

So, come Holy Spirit come and change this broken world.

PAGE  
1

