Midnight Communion - Christmas 2006  Isa.9.2-7,  Luke 2.1-14
 

A father had to go away on business over the holiday period and so he told his ten year old son that he was going to have to be 'head of the family' for the next few days, and he had to look after things and copy all the important things that Dad usually did when at home.  On day one, when Mum got home, she asked the child-minder how things had gone, and she said, 'Absolutely fine. As soon as you left, your son asked for a drink, grabbed a large handful of chocolate biscuits, took them into the study and then sat in front of the computer for the rest of the morning.  In the afternoon, he collapsed on the sofa and I had to walk the dog.  When I tried to get him to do something, he insisted that he was doing exactly what he'd been told to.'
 

It is sometimes frightening to see how like their parents children can be.  I wouldn't mind them picking up the good points, but do they have to pick up the bad stuff too - and in such detail?
 

St John wrote is the opening to his gospel (Jn.1:12), "To all who received him (Jesus), to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God."  He gave the right to grow into the likeness of the Father.
 

And that was God's hope all along.  Right from the start, in the opening chapter of the Bible, God said (Genesis 1:26), "Let us make them in our image, in our likeness."  And with that likeness, we have the capacity to create and to love, to do great things and be a real force for peace and goodwill in this, God's world.  Isaiah highlighted this family trait when prophesying about Jesus, "He will be called Prince of Peace."  The shepherds heard more of the same, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests."  We sing every Christmas that the birth of Jesus brings 'tidings of comfort and joy,' - as God intended.
 

Except... just a couple of weeks ago, in the thick of Christmas preparations, I found this headline in The Times (9/12/06), 'Evil-minded parishioners making life hell for clergy.'?  Is that really what God's family should look like?
 

The article went on, "Churches in Britain are a 'toxic cocktail' of bullying and terror, as parish priests struggle to lead congregations dominated by neurotic worshippers who spread havoc with gossip and manipulation. The 'dark side' of parish life is detailed in a report published by the Church of England, which describes how peace and love are in desperately short supply in the pews of churches this Christmas. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, is among the contributors to the report. One of the authors, Sara Savage (a great name for someone writing a report on bullying in church), a psychology and religion researcher at Cambridge University, reports how increasing numbers of ministers are going down with a new illness, irritable clergy syndrome. Priests are being torn by the pressure of having to be nice all the time to everyone, even when confronted with extremes of nastiness, she says.  'The church should be a conflict-free zone of heavenly peace.'"
 

Whoops.
 

I find myself completely torn in this debate.  Part of me knows all too well the frailty of our human nature - I feel it in myself everyday.  St Paul described it perfectly when he said (Rom 7:15-19), "I don't understand. What I want to do I don't do, but what I hate I do. I have the desire to do what is good, but I can't carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; and the evil I don't want to do I keep on doing."  The Bible is littered with great men and women of God who foul up - so we're never going to be a completely 'conflict-free zone of heavenly peace.'
 

But then there's the part of me that thinks, 'Hang on, if there's anything in what Jesus said, then neither should we be 'a toxic cocktail of bullying and terror.'  And I know lots of people who feel just the same - they take one look at the church and think, 'If that's Christianity, forget it.'  So how can we meet tonight with any hope and any integrity, and what can we say to the folk who see all too clearly what a mess we make - at times, because it's not all bad?
 

Two sources of hope - one to do with God and the other with us.
 

The Godly bit lies in remembering what Jesus came to do.  In explaining things to Joseph, the angel said to him (Matt 1:21), "Mary will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins."
 

If we were expected to be perfect, we wouldn't need saving.  That God himself put the rescue plan into operation shows that even he acknowledges our human frailty - and if he's not surprised by what goes both within and outside the church, then perhaps we need to be a little less judgmental ourselves (or, I do).  Isaiah pointed out that, "Every warrior's boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire."  In other words, all evil will be defeated, burnt up, it won't last - it exists, it's all too present in the church and the world, but it won't last.  And surely that is good news.
 

The second source of hope lies with us...
I hope we're all here tonight with some determination to show love and peace rather than anger and disunity - even if we know we won't always succeed.  The greatest gift we can give to God and the world is to be willing to grow more into the family likeness, as children of God, born of him - but that is costly.
 

I was listening to some Christian Youth leaders a few weeks ago, and one of the most striking things they said was that, because young people today don't know the Bible, we might be the only Bible they ever read, we might be the only people who will ever show them what the family characteristics are.  We can decide now, with God's Spirit within, that we will try to show love and peace where the world normally wouldn't.
 

St Paul, in writing about Christmas said (Phil 2:1-7), "If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, then make my joy complete by having the same love. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing."
 

That isn't to say that we have to suffer being 'nice' all the time (the report I mentioned says that just perpetuates the problem), but it does mean asking, 'What would love do?  How can I bring tidings of comfort and joy here?'
 

The joke I told at the start was about a son who was a bit too good at imitating his father.  The only way the good news of Christmas can become a reality, can become a true gift for all the world, is if we learn from our father in heaven and become ever more like him - and then the world, and not just the church, might just approach being a 'conflict-free zone of heavenly peace.'  Pray God for that.  RK
