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The child is born as has been foretold.  The shepherds speak.  All are amazed.  Mary ponders in her heart.  The story speaks to us as if we have always known it.  It gathers us together and makes us a community.
Community?  What I like about church at Christmas is the diversity of the people who come.  The people who always come, of course – the hard core, what Father Ted might have called the ‘altar biters’.  And the people for whom church at Christmas expresses homecoming, belonging and family together.  And the people who would say, ‘I’m not very religious but .. ‘ – that’s the 72% who tick the census box against Christian .. who believe – who search – who wonder – but who find belief difficult in a world in which faith seems to fuel conflict as it did in Ireland and as it does with Islam.  And the people who are drawn by good music, the smell of polished oak or, as I am, by damp hassocks in rural Irish churches.

So what is community for – the community which hears again the Christmas story?  Most important, it is not about suspending disbelief and opting out into some never, never land – as the song from the Depression years in 1936 says:

I’m going where there’s no depression/To a lovely land that’s free from care.
I’ll leave this world of toil and trouble./My home’s in heaven. I’m going there.

The essence of our faith story is that it views the world as a place in which all is not well.  Maybe last year, you might have disagreed with that.  But this year it’s different.  Fear stalks the High Streets, the employment situation, the stock market, the pension funds.  John Maynard Keynes who said that Financial markets are punctuated by alternating currents of euphoria and panic – to be more personal you might say ‘greed and fear.’  The faith story doesn’t do financial analysis.  But it talks of the same old human weaknesses - greed, complacency, the desire to be insiders which allowed Bernie Madoff to seduce investors ..

And beyond that – in the world of real suffering -  .. an e mail from Zimbabwe speaks of how ‘the thousands of homeless people sleeping outside in 0 Celsius with no food, water, shelter and bedding are a reality.  I carry on my heart tonight my friend from my Bible Study Group at the Lambeth Conference - Bishop Albert Gomez of Guinea who is working with others to bring political stability after the coup in Guinea.
We’re not off to heaven and out of it.  God is born as helpless babe into the poverty and violence of the world.  The message of Christmas is that heaven comes here and enters in to our space.

Heaven is what happens when we let God in.    God will stand with us in the misery, inspire us to help those who are in depression because of the Depression, and give us the tools for making the moral and economic choices for remaking our world. 
I think that means moral courage and modeling new ways of living.  Desmond Tutu speaks prophetically against the SA Government for their loss of moral authority over Zimbabwe.  We do the same about the arrogance of those who have played with other people’s money in a system designed to create big bonuses.  And we should own up to our part in that – the feel-good factor in ever-rising house prices and stockmarkets.  Yes it suited us and we need to do better.  

Like the inarticulate shepherds we come to look at God’s answer to the waywardness of the world – a helpless child born in a stable.  We are amazed, we speak it forth and we ponder in our hearts.

John Betjeman asks us in his poem Christmas:

And is it true? and is it true?
The most tremendous tale of all,
Seen in a stained-glass window’s hue,
A Baby in an ox’s stall?
The Maker of the stars and sea
Become a Child on earth for me?

