24th December 2009  
“While Shepherds watched…”
Readings:  

Isaiah 52:7-10

 7 How beautiful on the mountains 
       are the feet of those who bring good news, 
       who proclaim peace, 
       who bring good tidings, 
       who proclaim salvation, 
       who say to Zion, 
       "Your God reigns!" 

 8 Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices; 
       together they shout for joy. 
       When the LORD returns to Zion, 
       they will see it with their own eyes. 

 9 Burst into songs of joy together, 
       you ruins of Jerusalem, 
       for the LORD has comforted his people, 
       he has redeemed Jerusalem. 

 10 The LORD will lay bare his holy arm 
       in the sight of all the nations, 
       and all the ends of the earth will see 
       the salvation of our God.

Luke 2:1-18

The Birth of Jesus 

 1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register. 

 4So 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. 5He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7and 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 

 8And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. 12This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger." 

 13Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
 14"Glory to God in the highest, 
      and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests." 

 15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about." 

 16So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.
Sermon
Christmas carols are very much a part of Christmas.  Lovely and familiar words that paint a beautiful picture, a nativity scene. But I’ve discovered that they are also fraught with risks and pitfalls.  My sister Sally, who teaches in a primary school, sent me an example of the latest health and safety guidelines.

Take this song for instance, a children’s favourite,  “Little Jesus sweetly sleep, do not stir, we will lend a coat of fur, we will rock you, rock you, rock you, etc.”  The advice is as follows: Fur is no longer appropriate for small infants due to risk of allergy and for ethical reasons.  A nice cellular blanket should be considered a suitable alternative.  Please note, only persons who have been checked and vetted and have the appropriate documentation  will be permitted to rock baby Jesus.  Persons must carry their paperwork with them at all times, and be prepared to provide three forms of identification before rocking commences. 

Then there’s this one, another children’s favourite, “Little donkey, little donkey, on the dusty road, got to keep on plodding onwards with your precious load.”  Well, the RSPCA have issued strict guidelines with regard to how heavy a load that a donkey of small stature is permitted to carry, also included is guidance regarding how often to feed the donkey and how many rest breaks are required over a four hour plodding period.  Please note that due to the increased risk of pollution from the dusty road Mary and Joseph are required to wear face masks.  The donkey has expressed his discomfort at being labelled ‘little’ and would prefer just to be simply referred to as Mr Donkey.

And then finally, the carol that tells the story of the bible reading we just heard: “While shepherds watched their flocks by night, all seated on the ground, the angel of the Lord came down and glory shone around.”  

The union of Shepherds has complained that it breaches health and safety regulations to insist that shepherds watch their flocks without appropriate seating arrangements being provided, therefore benches, stools and orthopaedic chairs should be made available.  Please note, the angel of the Lord is reminded that before shining his/her glory all around she/he must ascertain that all shepherds have been issued with glasses capable of filtering out the harmful effects of UVA, UVB, and glory.
Those are all tongue in cheek of course.  But an indication of what happens when the secular world gets hold of Christmas.  And by secular I mean the normal, rational, thinking for itself, ‘who needs God anyway?’ sort of world.  And that world would level the accusation that it’s we Christians who have got hold of Christmas, and distorted it.  How often do we hear the thought expressed, “Why do they have to keep bringing Jesus into it?”.  Only this week there was yet another article in my paper saying forget all the religious stuff, just call it a holiday, and get on and enjoy it.  And city councils across the land, in another example of political correctness, are considering calling this season a ‘Winterval’ rather than Christmas.  The secular argument is that in pagan times there was a quite normal festival around the winter solstice that was perfectly ok and suited everyone just fine, and we’ve come in and changed it all and given it our agenda.

Well, maybe we did.  But I think that’s OK, in fact, that it’s quite appropriate.  Because it’s what Jesus did.  He came into a world that was already there, doing its own thing, and ignoring God most of the time, and he changed it, completely.  And it was not a world that was perfectly ok, we needed him then, and we need him still, his agenda if you like, which I would prefer to call his message, couldn’t matter more to us today.

For on the night that Jesus was born, the glory of God came down from heaven and touched ordinary lives, shone on ordinary lives, not to dazzle people, far from it, in fact to open their eyes, and to show them what God is like.  This was the beginning of a life in which God came down to be with his people, to meet them where they were, and show them how much he cared about their lives.  Just look how ordinarily it began, and I’m sure you can think of modern alternatives. A carpenter and his wife travelling because the government of the day insisted on a census so that they could then charge taxes.  A small backwater place called Bethlehem miles from anywhere important.  A few obscure shepherds stomping their feet to keep warm on a cold night shift.  A mother giving birth.  And yet among the everyday affairs of ordinary people the extraordinary happened, God became man, and mankind would never be the same again.  The first Christmas night was the beginning of a life in which Jesus healed the sick, reached out his hand to the despised and rejected, and he forgave the guilty, and he gave people hope.  In every way possible, including ultimately the end of his life, he released people from burdens they had no idea how to get rid of by themselves.  That’s real caring, a long way away from health and safety rules and regulations, that’s real compassion and love.  We needed it then, and we need it still, the big difference is that now we know it’s there.  We know that all of our hopes and fears through all the years, to quote another carol, the things we worry about and the things we long for, everything that matters in our lives is shared by God, that he understands, that he wants to be involved, that he cares.
And we know it because the impact of that one life, the impact of God made man for us was so amazing that the story blazed across the world and down the centuries for 2000 years.  Isaiah predicted it in our first reading: “…all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God”.   And the shepherds started it, as Luke tells us, “when they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.”

The first Christmas night changed everything.  Not only our history, our past, but also our present, and of course our future.  For not only did heaven come down to earth, but also through Jesus we on earth now have the hope of heaven.  The hope of hearing the angels sing so joyfully for ourselves.  These are extraordinary promises for ordinary people like you and me.

John Betjeman expresses the wonder of it all in his Christmas poem: 

And is it true? And is it true?

The most tremendous tale of all,

Seen in a stained glass window’s hue,

A baby in an ox’s stall?

The maker of the stars and sea

Become a child on earth for me?

The amazement of the shepherds becomes the amazement of a 20th century poet, and we should also share in that amazement.  I don’t think it matters what day Jesus was born, but I do think it’s so important that we should have a moment that connects with that moment when it all began, a moment of wonder.  And there is no better time to have that moment than now.  It’s nearly midnight, you cannot possibly do any more shopping, that all lies behind you, and all the activity of Christmas Day lies ahead of you, but now, just for a time you can be still.  So I would suggest we do that, even that you close your eyes.  Try and set aside that list of things that need to be done…  And try and set aside those bigger things that are on your mind, knowing that God knows about them… knowing that God who gave you life also sent his Son so that you should know how much he loves you.  Be aware of your breathing…Imagine the whole world holding its breath, waiting for a child’s first cry…
To us a child is born, and the hopes and fears of all the years are met in him tonight.  Amen.
JG
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