was.  The shepherds were not the last to hear the news: they were the first because the news was for people like them just as much as for the more influential people.

Which is where we come in.  Each and every one of us who hears this old, old story again.  God spoke to Mary and Joseph and to the shepherds through his angels.  He gave them hints of the mystery and the majesty of the events which were unfolding, and because their hearts were open to the great things that He was doing among then, God allowed the birth of the Christ child to transform their lives.  We don’t have choirs of angels giving us heavenly messages, but we do have the eyes to see and the ears to hear the Christmas story, with all its promise and hope, unfolding once again for us.  It’s a story about ordinary people who said Yes to God’s request to have room in their lives, and they were transformed by his presence.  And it’s a story which holds the same invitation, and the same promise, to each and every person who hears it.  

Which includes you.  



Amen.

Christmas Day 2009

Tichborne, Cheriton, Kilmeston

Of all the stories in the world, the Christmas story is probably the best known.  We learn it as tiny children, which is perhaps why, even as adults, it retains a special, rather magical, feel to it.  We can sit back comfortably and enjoy the familiar words without questioning them or being surprised.  Which is a bit of a shame, really, because this familiarity can hide the breath-taking power of the story.  A power which can transform lives, which can enable and empower ordinary people, which can inspire and sustain the hopes, wishes and dreams which are so much a part of our Christmas culture.  And the reason that the story is so powerful is because it tells of a God of small things, a God of the ordinary.  The story of Jesus in the manger under a starry sky is the story of a God who connects with you and me.

Throughout the story, God keeps choosing and using ordinary people to bring about transformation.  He begins by choosing Mary, a teenager from a non-descript town, to be the mother of the Christ child.  No princess or ruler: God chose a nobody and made that nobody into the most special woman in the history of the world.  And Mary’s response gives us an insight into this strange way of working that God seems to have.  She sang a song of praise with the words:

God has stretched out his mighty arm; And scattered the proud in all their plans. He has brought down mighty kings from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; He has filled the hungry with good things,

And sent the rich away with empty hands.

Mary has recognised that it’s not always those whom the world considers important whom God uses and values, but precisely the opposite.  Pride and riches don’t impress the God of the manger and the starry night; but the humility of a simple, faithful life.  Mary’s song is revolutionary.  It suggests that the values of God are topsy-turvy in relation to our experience of the world.  Which in turn offers hope for justice and restoration to those who suffer.

Then the birth itself.  Mary and Joseph trudge all the way down to Bethlehem, only to find that they have to lodge in a stable.  A grotty, out-of-the-way place which would have been dark and smelly, not intended for human habitation.  When the Christ child came into the world, he entered at the bottom of the scale of human living standards.  What might be the equivalent today?  The back streets of a shanty town or a refugee camp?  What the stable behind the over-crowded inn tells us, is that there is nowhere in this world which is too poor or dejected for the Son of God to enter – and to give value to.

And then the shepherds.  Has it ever occurred to you that the presence of the shepherds in the story is rather random and weird?  If someone needed to know about this birth, why not the innkeeper, or any of the other people in Bethlehem at the time who had come for the census?  Why a group of shepherds out on the hills?  Who would listen to what they had to say?  Who would take them seriously?  No one – their witness was pointless in terms of spreading a credible story.  But that didn’t stop God from choosing them as the first to hear the good news.  God valued their knowledge, their involvement, their response, simple and humble though it 

