Talk for Christmas Eve 2011

So here we are – it’s Christmas again… scary – it hardly seems any time since last year! And as we gather to re-tell the familiar Christmas story we do so in lots of different ways - in carols, in pictures, this morning I was at a Live Nativity in town with donkeys and goats, we have a crib here and we listen to Bible readings. It’s so familiar that sometimes I can forget the impact of hearing it for the first time… This incredible story – God born on earth, the word became flesh and made his dwelling among us…  

I often look at these characters in this familiar scene, and reckon how blessed they were to have been there. The shepherds, for instance, were serenaded by a host of angels, they heard the message of good news with their own ears, they visited Mary and Joseph, and they saw Jesus with their own eyes… we have none of their advantage… they were actually there… And sometimes I hear people saying – well, of course, it would be easier to believe all this stuff if I’d seen it with my own eyes… 

But actually, I’m not sure that’s true… the shepherds were exposed to the bonkers angel song – and experienced the joy of being chosen to find the Messiah… but then again, they had to choose to believe that what the angel said was in fact true. They certainly found all that they were told – a baby, wrapped in cloths, lying in a manger… They had been told that this was going to be the Messiah who would be a saviour to all… and what they saw of course, was a smelly stable, with a carpenter and a young woman watching over a new-born baby. And yet, the Bible tells us that amazingly the first thing the shepherds did was to return home, glorifying and praising God… They believed that what the angel had said was true – God really had made his dwelling among us, and they shared that good news, even though they knew that they would then return to their lives, their jobs, their rough hillside and smelly sheep – none of that had changed. And yet they had changed in that encounter. Of course, they had no way of knowing how long it would be before Jesus would publicly take up his role, but they would have guessed that it was going to be some long time before anything happened!! 

…Yet, they still proclaimed the goodness of God. Now, I reckon that took faith… We at least have the advantage of hindsight – we know from historical records that Jesus lived, and that he died, we have eye-witness reports of his astonishing life, his miracles, as well as his rising from the dead, and we can hear of how he continues to change people’s lives for the better. That lives are shaped and touched even today… we don’t have to wait as the shepherds did. 

We have come together tonight, to share the story, to remember, perhaps to get in touch again with something that we haven’t recalled for a little while… and we will also return home, to our lives, our jobs, our families, perhaps not a rough hillside and smelly sheep – maybe other things that are rough – a house move, a redundancy, a thankless amount of washing and cooking – and maybe other things that are smelly – I don’t know – socks? Boys? (sorry…!) And it may be that nothing seems to have changed – yet, if we encounter God, if we glimpse something of the reality of Jesus and his loving, living presence, the truth that God is really with us, then we might also go home praising and rejoicing in God, because we have been reminded that what has been said is true … God HAS sent his son to be a helpless, vulnerable baby, who would choose to come to our rescue, choose later to take on all our guilt and shame in order that we might walk tall, be free from those things we struggle with, because we can be forgiven and whole in his name. We remember that the true light that gives light to everyone has come into this world… That God loves us so much that he sent his son to live among us.

