CATHEDRAL CAROL SERVICE: 18 DECEMBER 2011
“All things come into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being”


Those who have watched David Attenborough’s recent masterpiece “Frozen Planet” may like me have rather not been watching at times.  The brilliant story of life in the harshest conditions is also the story of killer whales who appear to hunt their prey for fun, of wolves which track down and destroy bison after a day of protracted violence.  Why, we ask ourselves is the world like that?  Why does there have to be gratuitous suffering in nature?

The Creator of all things who appeared in our first reading from Ecclesiasticus this evening has reappeared towards the end in St John’s Gospel as the One without whom not one thing came into being.
When those words were written many religions took the view that One God could not have made the earth: it is (after all) a dark, dangerous and ugly place: much of what goes on seems meaningless.  Is it not more reasonable to say that the world has been made by different powers, some good some bad; some benign and some extremely dangerous.  Yet St John begins his Gospel asserting that: “All things came into being through him and without him not one thing came into being”.
The implications are immense: belief in a Creator of all things visible and invisible has a deeply practical and personal meaning.  It leads us to an integrated life – not a life where some bits of us have to be swept under the carpet.  It means that if the “God particle” so-called does exist, then not only is God in that but in every particle in every part of the Universe.

Yesterday we attended the wedding of two friends in London.  The bridegroom was 80 and the bride was 70.  In a beautiful, touching ceremony they made the vows of the Church of England’s wedding service including the words “with my body I honour you: all that I am I give to you”.  It was a deeply moving reminder that what we are is enfleshed, embodied – our bodies are the soul’s address.  We cannot offer ourselves to each other or to God apart from our embodied selves – warts, wrinkles, lumps and bumps and all.  The God who has made everything has made all of us and rejoices in us fleshly beings.
But the Gospel goes one step further than that.  It tells us that the divine life of God – the Word – has entered this human flesh in the absolutely real life of Jesus of Nazareth.  The story has been set before us in words, in lights, in symbols and song this evening.

How does that come about?  And perhaps it is the music of this service that answers the question most deeply.  To make music, to sing is to focus all one’s skill, attention, energy, you could even say love to bring to life the composition of another person.  The vision and imagination of another person, the composer, has to shine through the performance, as I hope it has tonight.

And that surely is what the Gospel is saying about Jesus as a human being.  He is performing God’s love, God’s purpose, without a break or a false note.  If you look at a great musician you see both the intensity of the struggle and the strength of the joy that goes with it.  They are not becoming less themselves and yet they make the soul of another present.
So with Jesus; this is a human life and a human will whose power and joy is the performance of who God is and what God wants, the performance of the Word of God.

And even that doesn’t quite get to the heart of this most profound, most revealing and most challenging passage in the whole of scripture.  God’s revealing of himself in Jesus requires human consent.  It doesn’t happen without Mary saying “Yes” – human openness to God’s coming is an essential condition.
“He came to what was His own, and his own people did not accept Him”.  God doesn’t sweep aside history, force his will on us and invade our lives whether we like it or not.  He invites the consent of Mary and of each one of us who long for him this Christmas.

So once again we hear the familiar story and find truth to take our breath away within it – a God whose life creates and sustains all life even that which puzzles and repels us – a God who makes for us a human life, the ultimate performance of God’s purpose for the world – a God who invites and awaits our consent.

A few years ago, the hymn writer Brian Wren put St John’s words and their implications into verse like this:

“Good is the pleasure of God in our flesh,

longing in all, as in Jesus, to dwell,

glad of embracing, and tasting and smell,

good is the body, for good and for God,

God is the flesh that the Word has become”.
That is the flesh of the Christ child – but also your flesh and mine.

So come, let us adore Him.
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