Christmas Midnight 

24.12.07       St Ninian’s Cathedral

We put the Joan Eardley print on the wall on Saturday – a reminder of our visit to the exhibition of her work in Edinburgh during the Autumn.  She painted many things – but most often the Glasgow tenement children of her neighbours, the Samsons, and the landscapes around her cottage in Catterline in Kincardinshire.  Like Monet who was forever painting and repainting water lilies, she returned over and over again to the same subjects – but not the same subjects – different day, light, mood, colour, insight ..
Rather as I approach my 31st Christmas Sermon.  Not a painter – if I was I might be anxious to emphasise Joseph’s good side; or to explore the warmth of the Mary/Joseph relationship; or the rustic simplicity of the shepherds; the inter-racial dimension represented by the Wise Men.
Because Christmas is a constant in our lives, we revisit it like a scene both utterly familiar and always changing – we recapture childhood Christmas through the simple joy and excitement of children and grandchildren; we can see family and friends changing, the movement of the generations, joy and loss, gathered around the Christmas table and in the Christmas cards.

Of course we all have ‘Bah, humbug!’ moments when the rush is all too much.  But behind that the child in us – and the adult – responds to Christmas, to this story of simplicity, innocence, vulnerability, joy.  People are drawn to church in ever- increasing numbers at Christmas, probably coming with those half-formed thoughts, the hard-to-express mixture of thought and feeling, need and response, which, if we are truthful draws all of us.
I don’t know – but here are a few of the brush-strokes on my spiritual painting.   It’s a painting which expresses and shows me things which I can set against all the aspects of modern life which I like least.  The Christmas story is the story of a family on the move – but of closeness, warmth, stillness - the peaceful animals are there too.  We’ve lost community, families are fragile and fragmented, we live lonely in the midst of crowds.  We school ourselves in daily life and work to be tough, hard where necessary; to deal with conflict; to be ‘eyes wide open’ about the actions, the motivations and the moral ambiguity of others.  And we become a bit like that ourselves to survive – yes even in the church as Trollop’s Barchester Chronicles describes so well.  The picture is about truth, purity, openness.  And that’s before we begin to ponder a world of injustice and unfairness, of the denial of human rights, of inability to set aside self-interest in the cause of dealing with climate change. 

And in the end the special word of Christmas is ‘with’ – the birth of Jesus - Emmanuel, God with us.  With – not against or apart or distant or forbidding or separate or if we’re not deluded or some time in the future or maybe if we’re good enough or if we have faith enough or if God is trustworthy.  Just simple, straightforward, black and white ‘with’.  Emmanuel, God with us.  God present in the world.  God’s love and power, truth and mercy present to give us hope for ourselves and all people in this deeply compromised world in which we live.

Whatever the deepest needs of your heart and life, may you find the beginning of the answer to them in this Christmas story and may God bring to you a very Happy Christmas.

