24th December 2010

How God Sees Us

Reading:
The Birth of Jesus
 1 In 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.) 3 And everyone went to their own town to register.  4 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. 5 He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them. 
 8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
 14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
   and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests.” 
 15 When 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.”  16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 
Sermon
 
One of the fun parts of being a vicar is baptising babies.  It really is a great joy to see the wonder and love that surrounds new life.  But picture the scene when I visit the family...
 
When the front door opens, mum or dad stands there with the new baby in their arms and, obviously, the first thing I do is say hello and then my attention turns to the baby - and tiny babies are adorable, always.  I love the tiny, tiny fingers, the bald head, the chubby limbs, and searching eyes.  They're just so cute and everyone always 'oohs' and 'aahs' and goes all soppy over a baby - it's just something we all do.  People of all ages, races, cultures and genders have been drooling over new-born babies ever since time began.
 
But here's the thing, I've never had the door open, seen mum standing there, and then stepped forward, and gone, 'Oh look at you, aren't you gorgeous - what a beautiful mum.  Look at your fat tummy - still got a bit of weight to lose after the pregnancy, but don't you look lovely.  And look at dad there, fast asleep on the sofa, doesn't he look sweet?''
 
I wonder why?
 
I've seen people complementing complete strangers in the supermarket about their beautiful baby.  They can only see the good in that new human life, it's easy to approach, parents love it, and everyone knows babies deserve it.  But...
 
As I wander around the supermarket, nobody has ever, ever come up to me and gone, 'Oh, look at the man, isn't he lovely?' - and then spent the next two minutes paying me compliments.  Katharine has never had people turn to her as we're queuing up at the checkout and say what a gorgeous husband she has.  And imagine her reaction, and mine, if something like that did happen - we'd think they were nuts or weird or taking the mickey.
 
But once upon a time, and I know it might be hard to believe, this did happen.  Many years ago, when I was a baby, people did think I was wonderful, they did stop to pay compliments, to look and admire, my parents were proud and delighted to receive this praise.
What an incredible thought.  And even more incredible, all this happened to each and every one of you as well.
 
And it happened to David Cameron, Nick Clegg and Ed Miliband.
It happened to Simon Cowell, Ann Widdecombe, Winston Churchill, your mother-in-law, Atilla the Hun, Stalin, Pol Pot, and anyone else you can think of - anyone.
Once upon a time, everyone was gazed down upon and loved, pretty much unconditionally.
 
I wonder what the world would be like if we never lost sight of that, if we never lost sight of how much we are loved by a father, our father in heaven.  I wonder what the world would be like if, instead of being so critical, so keen to expose imperfections and flaws, so cynical and mean spirited, we understood something of God's love as he looks down on us, his children, and smiles, and 'oohs' and 'aah's.
 
What if, instead of only greeting babies with that sort of unconditional, enthusiastic, un self-conscious love, we greeted everyone like that?  And, since it's Christmas time, what if instead of only greeting the baby Jesus with that sort of unconditional, enthusiastic, un self-conscious love, we greeted the adult Jesus like that too?  If you invited someone this weekend to join you in coming to church to look at the baby Jesus, they would understand why you were asking.  They might not accept, but they would respect your asking.  Give it just a few weeks, and if you asked someone to come with you, they'd be much more suspicious.  Once Jesus has grown up, for some reason, we've made him seem a little less approachable, a little less adorable or worship-able.
 
Where does it all go so wrong that the love, acceptance, admiration, joy and wonder that babies receive turn so quickly into suspicion and indifference?  How have we so lost sight of the good news of Christmas that if you mention the baby who's at the centre of it all at any other time of year, if you talk about him once he's grown up, people get quite worried - they think you're nuts or weird or taking the mickey.
 
And on a purely human level, imagine Wikileaks publishing piles and piles of confidential memos that exposed how much people liked each other, how kind and generous their thoughts were about those who didn't always agree with them.  It wouldn't make headline news for more than a day - if that.
 
It's Christmas, the season of peace and goodwill - but don't we want peace and goodwill all year round?  There is so much good news, so much to rejoice in and celebrate contained in the life of Christ and in the lives of those you can see around you this night - but we need to learn again how to love better, love more completely, love more generously.
 
It would be good news for all mankind if we could learn to see in others what they once saw in us, if we could learn to see in this baby Jesus what God always sees in us - and try to hold on to that vision even after Jesus has grown out of the crib.
 
"Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord."  We've had enough bad news of late, let's take the angel at his word and live as people who have salvation written in our hearts.
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