utterly unimaginable consequences, because God chose to
make himself known through those circumstances.  One of the names that is given to Jesus in the Bible is ‘Emmanuel’, which means ‘God with us’, and what the Christmas story shows us is that God is with us always and everywhere.  God is present in the shanty-town and stable as truly as in the palace; God is with the refugee and teenage mother as fully as the politician and pillars of society; God is with the powerless, the displaced, the depressed, the ignored, just as much as with the longed-for, cherished baby.  When God became man, in the person of Jesus, he showed us that every single life, however bleak the circumstances, is precious to him and can be redeemed by him.  There is nowhere too awful or too painful or too shameful for God to go.  There is nowhere that God can’t make special by his presence.  There is nowhere, physical or metaphorical, that God cannot be found.

If you want a comforting, feel-good message this Christmas, then you can’t beat this one.  Amen.

Carol Services 2009

Beauworth, Cheriton and Bramdean

Our readings and carols have just told the familiar story of the birth of Jesus: the prophecy many centuries earlier; the visit of the Angel Gabriel to Mary; the birth in Bethlehem; the wonder of the shepherds and the adoration of the wise men; and finally St John’s reflection on the meaning of it all.  It’s such a well-known story and it’s so bound up in our minds with memories of our own childhood Christmases, that it’s part of the feel-good aspect of Christmas.  Hearing the story read again can make us feel cosy and secure because its part of our traditional Christmas ritual, and since it’s the story of a baby’s birth it’s a happy, pleasant sort of a story, complete with picturesque animals and beautiful mother.

But when you stop and think about it, this story is all wrong.  For a start, I can’t imagine there’s anything particularly cosy and comforting about a 70-mile donkey ride when you’re heavily pregnant; a short car journey to hospital is pretty excruciating for most women! It’s not a cosy story at all; it’s full of problems, of things going wrong, of strange happenings, and of outsiders and strangers.  

Mary and Joseph were in a precarious social position, what with Mary being pregnant before they were married.  Then, when she was reaching full term they had to travel away from their home and their family because the census required them to register in Joseph’s ancestral home town.  I think we can often think that it’s just part of the plot, an excuse to get a donkey into the story, but actually it must have been a frightening and dis-empowering experience.  It was the occupying Roman authorities which had decreed that this census had to be done, for their benefit rather than for the benefit of the people.  Mary and Joseph and thousands others had no choice but to obey, to be uprooted, to make a journey at their own cost and inconvenience.  Later in the story we hear of King Herod’s fury which caused them to flee the country, through no fault of their own.  How many millions of refugees are there around the world, who have been displaced by the politics of their country in which they have no voice, by invading armies and oppressive regimes, by persecution and the threat of violence?  The young man Joseph, and his teenage wife with the newborn baby knew what it was to be at the mercy of a cruel state and to have no control over their lives.  And that’s a feeling which increasing numbers of people in this country can relate to: a feeling of powerlessness and desperation as their jobs are cut and unemployment soars, mortgages become impossible and the future looks bleak due to the global economic crisis.  Yet others are empty and bereft through the loss of a loved one, others are suffering pain and illness and are acutely anxious about what the coming weeks and months will bring for them and their families.  Christmas is going to be anything but a cosy season of cheer and goodwill for millions of people.

So why do Christians insist on celebrating Christmas as a time of hope?  Are we just living in cloud-cuckoo land, denying the reality of broken lives and dashed hopes all around us?  

Absolutely not!  In fact, it’s from that very pain and mess and confusion that the Christian hope, and excitement, comes.  Jesus’ birth took place in horrible circumstances, but it had 
