Sermon for Midnight Communion, 24th December 2008

Readings:
1 Timothy 2:1-8
 I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—2 for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 3 This is good, and pleases God our Saviour, 4 who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 
5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all people—the testimony given in its proper time. 7 And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a teacher of the true faith to the Gentiles. 8 I want people everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing.
Luke 2.1-14 

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree 

that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 

(This was the first census that took place 
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 
 And everyone went to his own town to register.

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee, 
to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, 

because he belonged to the house and line of David. 
He went there to register with Mary, 

who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child.

 While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 

and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. 

She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, 

because there was no room for them in the inn.

The Shepherds and the Angels
 And there were shepherds living out in the fields near by, 

keeping watch over their flocks at night. 

 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, 

and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 

 But the angel said to them, “Don’t be afraid. 

I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 

Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; 

he is Christ the Lord. 

This will be a sign to you: 

You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”
Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest,

and on earth peace, goodwill to all people on whom his favour rests.”

Sermon 
From a letter in the Times:
“My husband always wants to buy me something for Christmas that I like, 
but hints have never worked.  Last year in a panic he took me into the ironmongers on Christmas Eve and told me to choose anything I liked.  This year I just went for it, and noticing a beautiful china bowl in a shop, I said “Buy that for me Reginald, because I want it for Christmas”.   Simple! …all he had to do was wrap it and put a label on;  he managed the first bit but omitted the second, thereby mistakenly giving it to someone else.
Another woman says she’s given up completely - she just buys and wraps her own present. 

She asked her husband it he wanted to know what he had bought her this year and he said, No, he wanted it to be a surprise!

The good news for really lazy husbands (who can’t even be bothered to wrap a present) 
is an online ‘gift service’ which has perfected an authentic Neanderthal wrapping service.  
For an extra £3.95 you can select a wrapping option called “Rubbish-Wrap” (ruder word than “rubbish” that rhymes with wrap)… any man (I assume it’s for men) can have a present bodged to world-class standards.  The company gets the warehouse men and fork-lift-truck-drivers in to make a slapdash-job with ripped paper and duct-tape. 
………………………………………………….

Christmas is all about generosity, not just our generosity to each other but God’s generosity to us. 
Right in the beginning God’s plan, his intention for us, was pure and generous and loving.  
I know it’s an allegory (poetry, if you like) but the story of the beautiful garden made specially for us,  the man and the woman created and placed lovingly in a gorgeous green landscape, with everything they could ever want.  
Parents know that feeling only too well.  

We are going to be a grandmother.…   and I can see the same thing happening  in my daughter’s and son-in-law’s mind, as happened in mine, and in every parents.  

They want the new baby to have a lovely room, the nicest toys, the kindest family, the happiest life. ....of course they do, lovely isn’t it….. the anticipation and excitement of a baby coming.
God wanted that for Adam and Eve, his first children.  But they want more and they want better, they are headstrong and rebellious - they turn away from him, steeped in ingratitude. 
All through the story of the Old Testament, the people want more, they want better - 
they turn away from the one who gave them life.  
What’s the solution? Can God solve a problem like that? …  Well “Yes” …With Jesus, the Incarnation, Emmanuel, God come among us, to rescue us and save us. 
But God didn’t choose a “Garden of Eden” situation for his only son.   He must have wanted  –  like my daughter Erzsi and husband Hugh do –  for his baby to have a lovely room, the nicest toys, the kindest family, the happiest life. ..  But he sent him to where he would be most marginalized, most rejected, a poverty-stricken, troublesome place, occupied territory, 
in a cruel, tough, harsh time in history, among violent, argumentative people - not even in his own home town, but miles away among strangers.  
His first visitors won’t be granny and grandpa clutching a matinee coat and a bunch of flowers;  it will be a handful of gawping, low-life shepherds, wondering what on earth is going on, and what in heaven is going on?
The son of God wasn’t here to have a nice life - he was here to solve a problem: 
the problem was us - the problem still is us.

If we really understood what God did for us, when he sent his baby son here, the world would be a very different place now. 
God wants all people to be saved  and to come to a knowledge of the truth.                                                              But Bethlehem has a terrible atmosphere now, surrounded by at 20 foot high wall to stop the Palestinians coming and going. 
That sort of says it all doesn’t it, politically?
But personally, it’s us too, isn’t it?
We want to approach Him, but we fear rejection

We want to pray, but we don’t want to be hypocrites

We want to know Him, but we are scared of what that might mean

We want to be involved, but not too involved.

We want to stay on the edge – we want to observe the effect on others.

We want to be saved, but what’s the catch?

We want to change, but we want to hang onto the familiar.

We want to rise above the ordinary things of life, 
but still cling onto all that we have built.

We want to belong, but we don’t want to become one of “them”.

We want to be fully accepted, but we don’t want to take the risk.

But …we are closer than we think,

we can’t not be his children.  
However far away we might sometimes feel, we are still His… 

we do belong, so there is no risk!
…………………………………………………

I’m on a course at the moment that is all about Ignatian Spirituality. 

I have only done one term, but even though there is no pass or fail at the end, 

I know right now … that I am a complete failure.  

We are supposed to pray for an extra hour each day, meditate on the scriptures and find out things about the nature of God and his relationship with us, that are far above and beyond my experience.
Well to cut a long story short I’m hopeless, a complete duffer. 

I sometimes wonder if I am the person who I thought I was in the beginning. 

But I think perhaps that is an important part of the learning; 

of course I am hopeless, we are all hopeless and helpless and stumbling along in a fog trying to figure things out.
However badly or well you are doing, you are God’s precious child.  
In Martin Laird’s book “Into the Silent Land” he quotes an abbot who is speaking to an ordinary failure like you and me - who is wondering who he is, and where God is. 
He says to him: 
“Let me tell you who you are, you are a ray of God’s own light…  you say you seek God, 
but a ray of light doesn’t seek the Sun; its coming from the Sun.  
You are a branch on the vine of God.  A branch doesn’t seek the vine; it’s already part of the vine.  

A wave doesn’t look for the ocean; it’s already part of the ocean.
We think we are mere individuals, alone with our fears, and flaws, and resentments, and mortality.
We have failed to recognise our deeper divine character.                                       
We don’t realise that, somewhere within us all, there exists the Spirit of God.
Our problem is that we don’t know we are at-one with God

Hence our preoccupation with labels we think define us:
I’m a sinner, I’m a saint, I’m useless, I’m important, 
I’m pretty, I’m ugly …………and so on. 
They are all labels, clothing which cover our nakedness, 

“rubbish-wrap” if you like, because we don’t know who we really are.  

But we are more than wrapping and labels, we are incarnate thoughts of God, his creation, 
his children, and we bear his imprint and his love, and the kingdom of heaven within us.
It’s Christmas…It’s time to breathe a sigh of Belief…
So tonight as you take communion, thank him. 

Know how much he loves you and cares for you.  

That you are his special child …
He has given you life, 
He watches over you, 
and hopes for you to recognise His Spirit within you.
May the glory of the Lord shine round about you.
 “Glory to God in the highest,

and on earth peace, goodwill to all people on whom his favour rests.”

