Christmas sermon 2010
Last week a colleague sent an email referring me to a ‘flash mob’ video on Youtube. When I clicked on it I found myself watching an everyday scene of people drinking coffee at a pavement cafe inside a shopping mall. After a time, a girl on a mobile phone stood up and began to sing the opening of the Hallelujah Chorus. One by one from different parts of the precinct, others joined in until the music of Handel’s Messiah echoed throughout the Mall. The faces of non-participants showed astonishment...and joy...and beaming smiles; although it also has to be said that an almost universal response was to take out a phone and start photographing the event. Maybe that’s exactly what modern shepherds would have done.  

‘And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying ‘Glory to God in the highest and on earth goodwill to all people’. For unto you is born this day in the City of David a saviour which is Christ the Lord.’ 
This is what the incarnation is like: hope, joy, astonishment, (and music) break into the very ordinariness of our lives. We are transported for a moment onto another plane and we have a vision of what life is worth living for - why it is worth living - it’s about value and depth and beauty. What transforms the coffee drinkers is not only beautiful music with a message, but being close up to people who are well trained enough to sing like this.
But we’re a religiously muddled society. On 18 December my wife brought home a packet of Hot Cross Buns from Sainsbury’s – don’t they know hot cross buns are for Good Friday? I thought at least one of the Sainsbury patriarchs was a fervent Christian – and the hot cross buns bore the message ‘Be Good to yourself’. The packet might have added ‘Because you’re worth it’. A complete reversal of the message of the cross
I’d have been happier if the packet had just said ‘be good’ or ‘to yourself be true’. 

I was reminded of the wonderful sans day carol:

Now the Holly bears a berry as green as the grass

And Mary bore Jesus, who died on the cross.

Now the Holly bears a berry as blood is it red

Then trust we our Saviour who rose from the dead.
The juxtaposition of birth and death. The hope expressed by the child of Bethlehem and the commitment of the man on the cross.  
The past week has reminded us all of the strains of winter and perhaps we have reflected how much more testing winter must have been when there was no central heating, no salt gritting lorries, no running water, no imported food. No wonder Shakespeare spoke of the winter of discontent; and this winter helps us read the Christmas tradition in a new light. In 2011 we shall celebrate the 400 anniversary of the King James Bible. One of its translators, Lancelot Andrews, preached a Sermon on Christmas Day, made famous byu TS Eliot who quotres at the beginning of the Journey of the Magi:
 ‘A cold coming we had of it,

Just the worst time of the year

For a journey, and such a journey:

The ways deep and the weather sharp,

The very dead of winter.’

In the bleak mid winter

The strain of winter highlights our need of hope and it’s the darkness and cold of December in the North that adds so much to the imagery of the Christmas message. Light comes in darkness and the darkness does not overcome it. 
Yesterday the Pope spoke on TFTD. He spelt out the Christmas message in very simple terms, saying that God (and God’s values) becomes present among us in the life of Jesus. He presented that statement without any frills or interpretation.

It’s easy of course to be complacent about spiritual values. We excuse ourselves by saying religion’s a load of repressive superstition etc. There’s a case to be made for that point of view – the Pope’s message was challenged in the same programme in the light of abusive priests, repressive sexual ethics, the privilege of Bishops in the House of Lords, the disproportionate political power of the Church in England etc. But this is mealy mouthed. Of course the Pope must face up to the challenge of modernity, but he’s right to re-state the simple Christian message and let us make up our own minds. Whatever position you take, the fact remains religious faith also has many strengths, many good bits, perhaps most importantly the call to compassion and the call never to give up on hope and the belief that Christ offers a better way. 
John Betjeman puts across the same in his slightly sentimental poem Advent
And is it true? And is it true,
This most tremendous tale of all,
Seen in a stained-glass window's hue,
A Baby in an ox's stall...

And is it true? For if it is...
No love that in a family dwells,
No carolling in frosty air,
Nor all the steeple-shaking bells
Can with this single Truth compare -

That God was Man in Palestine
And lives to-day in Bread and Wine.


