PACT  Christmas Carols

You know it’s Christmas in our family when the words are used.  Always the same – ‘Christmas had really begun.’  We used to read Shirley Hughes books endlessly to our children – so endlessly that we didn’t need the script in the end – Dogger and Alfie gets in First.  Somewhere about the beginning of December, we would shift to the classic Lucy and Tom’s Christmas.  The story describes in words and pictures how the children prepare for Christmas – hiding the presents, stirring the pud, greeting the Carol Singers.  On Christmas Day, the children wake really early around 5 am when it’s still dark.  Mum and Dad wake up.  Dad puts on the psychedelic bow tie that Tom has got for him and they all hug each other.  Christmas had really begun.

And then all sorts of images crowd in.  We have a picture of the children with Granny putting out a bucket of water and some carrots for Santa’s reindeer.  And I wonder who was kidding whom.   There was the annual struggle to get the Christmas tree lights to work – like starting the lawnmower in the spring.  Yes Christmas had really begun there too.  And there were endless school Nativity Plays and Senior Citizen’s lunches – an unending rush but Christmas had really begun there too.
We were living in those years through Northern Ireland’s long years of trouble and violence.  I think about the Christmas ceasefires – truces – when one got a glimpse into what a normal society might be like.  And I used to get really upset – and I still do – when I saw the young people coming home at Christmas – coming home from Scottish Universities and from jobs all over the place.  I would think about the loss to a community which desperately needed them – the steady attrition of talent and leadership.
I also served as a Chaplain in our local hospital.  Alison and I would go across on Christmas morning - the Salvation Army Band would be playing carols at bottom of hospital stairwell – the echoing warmth of the mellow sound.  
But in the weeks coming up to Christmas, I would visit endlessly – because all pain is felt more acutely at Christmas – the anniversary of a bereavement, the empty chair at the Christmas dinner, the loneliness, sickness.   And Lucy and Tom’s tidy family of two parents and two children just isn’t how life is today for many people – Christmas challenges people to generosity - so that children can see both parents and grandparents can see their grandchildren. 

As Christmas approached, I would go and see Lily – who lived to be nearly 100 – a wonderful, wonderful lady.  Will you have a wee sherry before you go – and there was more than a touch of Father Ted’s Mrs Doyle about it – Go on .. go on .. go on.  And because Lily had sight in only one eye, and because she was the soul of generosity, she would overfill the glass and indeed pour the sherry beside it.  
Yes indeed – Christmas had really begun.

I think that what makes Christmas special is that it is an interruption – a sort of truce - in the way life normally is.

The most famous interruption of all time is of course is the Christmas truce in the trenches of World War I

Then Christmas Day we all played football in the mud of no man's land
Tommy brought some Christmas pudding, Fritz brought out a German band
And when they beat us at the football we shared all our grub and drink
Then Fritz showed me a tattered photo of a brown-haired girl back in Berlin

It’s harder to find that specialness – quiet space - today – there is a relentlessness about the modern Christmas - consumerism and consumer debt, arguments about political correctness and children’s nativity plays, discussion about how to behave and not behave at the office party

But there is a magic too.  Many people who never come to church at other times come at Christmas.  Maybe what draws them is the search for some space in the onward rush of daily life – connectedness, community, family together, stillness and beauty, the Christmas story itself.
Much of it, of course, is in the Carols – which teach us faith and draw us in.  Yesterday was the 300th Anniversary of the Birth of Charles Wesley – who wrote Come thou long-expected Jesus and Hark the Herald Angels sing.  People don’t become believers by swallowing packages of theology whole – they are drawn in, allow the story of Jesus to affect their lives, challenge them, encourage them and warm them.  And when we sing hymns and carols, we sing our faith in a way which plants it deep inside us, beyond the level of conscious thought.  It just becomes part of us.
And at the centre of it is the story of the birth of Jesus – the child born in the manger and a story which touches the lives of all people in all times.  The child born in poverty and obscurity – Emmanuel God with us – the obedience of Mary, the joy of the angels and the shepherds, the visit of the Wise Men.  We allow that story to warm our hearts and to change our lives.  It tells us that God of mercy and compassion, of love, justice and forgiveness is present in his world.  It tells us human life has meaning and value and that there are answers to the great questions of life, pain, suffering and even death itself. 

Hark! The herald angels sing,
“Glory to the newborn King;
Peace on earth, and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!”
Joyful, all ye nations rise,
Join the triumph of the skies;
With th’angelic host proclaim,
“Christ is born in Bethlehem!” 
Wish you all a very happy, blessed and peaceful Christmas with your families

Wish all of you a very happy Christmas.

