Christmas Homily

There are many different kinds of stories about. I've seen on video recently both Walt Disney's Jungle Book and Richard Attenborough's film of Ghandi. Both are about India. Both are powerful stories. Yet one is a fantasy, the other rooted in historical events. Don't get me wrong, I think fairy tales and myths are wonderful and important. They express in a way beyond our normal modes of seeing deep truths, symbols and metaphors. However, to appreciate them you have to recognize the essential difference between them and real life. Roy of the Rovers is stirring stuff, but it isn’t the same as Norwich City beating Bayern Munich. (Sorry but historic triumphs need to be recalled when the present bunch of lads are struggling!)
Human beings have such powerful imaginations that it is possible to confuse what are our fantasies and what are true, real things. To make such a confusion is nearly always foolish and often dangerous. Now there are those who think that God is just a fairy-story invented by human beings. There are those who think that these stories of God are neurotic illusions. Nice perhaps, comfortable even, but dangerous. Either there is a God or there is not. If there is no God, then everybody in this Church should go home and stop being such idiots. If we are worshipping dreams, we should grow up and leave silly fantasies behind. However, if there is a God, if God is real, then its those not here who are denying the truth. The Psalmist writes: "The fool says in his heart "There is no God." (Ps 14:1). Truth is truth in every generation. If what the Psalmist wrote was true when first it was written, or first it was sung, then it is true today. 

Come let us reason together. Let us call witnesses. For evidence I call authoritative experts. The doctors of the Church, the Scriptures of the Church. The Church teaches, and I believe, that there is a God. This God is both the source and destiny of all things, except evil. This God is the power behind the universe. This God is so glorious that the angels shade their eyes from beholding him. God is great, almighty and all knowing. His truth and justice see through all our lies and misdoings. This God desires our free offering of worship and love and righteousness in our relationships with him and with out neighbours. At the centre of the universe three is a personal transcendent being who makes himself known to us as Goodness, truth and beauty. The characteristics of God are justice and peace and, above all, love. 

The Church teaches, and I believe, that this God has uniquely revealed himself in Jesus. The Evangelist John tells us that Jesus is the incarnate Word of God, the Word who was with God in the beginning and who was made flesh and dwelt among us. The Evangelist Luke tells us that he was born of the Blessed Virgin Mary. She who had known no husband would be overshaddowed by the power of the Most High and the child born to her would be called holy, the Son of God. (Lk 1:35). The Evangelist Matthew informs us that Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit. In fulfilment of prophecy "A Virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel (which means God with us). The Evangelist Mark begins his Gospel by describing it as the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Further the Apostle Paul tells us that "God was in Christ, reconcilling the world to himself." (2 Cor. 5:19). Again the Apostle Paul tells us that Jesus is "the image of the invisible God, the first-born of  all creation; for in him all things were created ... For in him the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things." (Col 1:15, 19-20a). In addition to these witnesses the ecumenical councils of the primitive and undivided Church have declared in the creeds that there is one Lord Jesus Christ, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God .... who for us and for our salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate by the holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man."

Such are my witnesses. Do you believe them or were they hatching up some conspiracy or delusion? When they say such things were right or wrong? Were they lying? What is false and what is true? "What is truth?" That last question, you will recall was asked by one Pontius Pilate, according to the Gospel of John. The only answer given was the silent witness of our Blessed Lord Jesus Christ standing before him on the day of his crucifixion. And that answer was more than sufficient.

We do not live in a perfect world. We live in a world that needs redeeming. The story told by Christians is that Jesus was born for us, that God is for us, as he is in Jesus, that Jesus died for us and rose again. The story we tell is a story of love, of redemption and of hope. It is a story which speaks of  new life, new possibilities, of dimensions of being greater than and better than the limits which trap us and frustrate us. If that story is not true, then we are lost and dying and condemned to futility and nothingness. If that story is not true then we should abandon any sense of faith or worship or mysticism and simply try and create the best world we can from our own efforts. But if that story is true, we should praise God and thank him. We should open our hearts to throw ourselves on his mercy for our failings and follies and to receive his grace and gifts with gratitude. 
Open before us are two very different visions. The vision of a world without God or a vision of God's world. The joy of Christmas comes when we commit ourselves again to the vision of God. The joy of Christmas is Peace and Goodwill. The Joy of Christmas is love. The Joy of Christmas is the wonderful humility of God revealing himself to us as a tiny baby in Bethlehem. The Holy Family is not a pious fairy tale. The Virgin Birth is not a myth. Mary, Jesus and Joseph is not a cosy comfortable idyll. The Holy Family reveals to us the most High God breaking into human history. I cannot be certain that wise men did exactly as Matthew says they did when they worshipped Jesus and offered him Gold, Frankincesne and Myrrh. But I do know that the same Jesus is there for me to fall down and worship and that I should give whatever gifts I may. And I know that the same Jesus is there for you to fall down and worship and for you to offer to him whatever gifts you may.

"O come let us adore him! O come let us us adore him! O come let us adore him!

Christ, the Lord!" Amen

