CATHEDRAL MIDNIGHT SERVICE: 24 DECEMBER 2011
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light”


Simon Callow’s brilliant one man telling of the story of Dickens’ Christmas Carol in London this year vividly evokes the character of Scrooge.  He takes us in our imagination to the encounter with the Ghost of Christmas past – the old man sees himself with his fiancée from many years ago.  And suddenly he feels the heartbreak he couldn’t feel as a young man – as his intended tells him she can’t marry him since she is not his true love.  And the dawning, irreversible discovery breaks over him that for a lifetime he has been obsessed with money.

Nearly 200 years later Dickens’ story strikes a chord in a nation discovering this Christmas what is the true cost of spending a generation living beyond our means.  And this year we see more clearly than before who are the people who as a result are walking in darkness – the 35,000 households which have been made homeless this year: 630 people a day receiving letters threatening eviction: the Connection at St Martin in the Fields seeing a 20% rise in demand for its support.  The Salvation Army providing tens of thousands of hot meals this Christmas: churches opening their doors as night shelters: the FareShare programmes delivering more food parcels than ever.
And we who for the most part are well fed and securely housed this Christmas, we too walk in darkness, knowing in our hearts that the painful divisions of our world are alienating and separating us whose lives have purpose, meaning and a future from the rootless, jobless hopeless young who appeared to find a voice only by looting our cities this summer.

But even that cannot match the darkness faced by so many tonight – the Palestinians in Bethlehem as far from regaining their homes as they’ve been for 60 years, the children scavenging in the slums of Rio – the list is endless.

Yet tonight all over the world, in St Peter’s Square in Rome, in great Cathedrals and tiny churches, in the favellas, the slums, in Camp Bastion, in the hearts and longings of nearly 3 billion people across the globe a new dawn is awaited; new purpose and hope and joy and desire are awakened by the message of Christmas.

And so it was too at the time of Isaiah’s prophesy coming to us from 7 centuries before Christ.  He was speaking to a nation ravaged and pillaged by the war machine of the invading Assyrian armies.  And very real and practical the prophesy is too: “for the yoke of their burden, and the bar, across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken.”
This is a message of liberation and freedom – “for a child has been born for us.”  And seven hundred years later those who came to know Jesus of Nazareth saw him as the fulfilment of their prophecy – key to God’s nature and intentions: they came through him to grasp the idea of a God who is entirely out to promote our life and lasting joy.  Here was a life so shot through with the purposes of God that people spoke of it as God’s life, the place where God was supremely and uniquely at work.

Yet we find this truth so hard to face.  The Christmas crib at the back of the Cathedral places the birth of Jesus in the heart of Leicester, in Granby Street, his parents outside a tent perhaps homeless or worse perhaps part of the Occupy Movement.  No wonder the Leicester Mercury reports “opinion divided to Cathedral crib tonight”.  Hardly surprising – because divided opinion is what this story has always generated – especially if it gets too close, too contemporary, too intimate, if it gets under our defences.  No wonder St John writes in the Gospel “He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.”
In a book entitled “Simply Jesus”, Tom Wright, the former Bishop of Durham argues we have always imagined Jesus to be much less than he really is.  He explains it like this:

“The reason Jesus wasn’t the sort of king people had wanted was because he was the true king, but they had got used to the shabby, corrupt, second rate sort.  They were looking for a builder to construct the home they thought they wanted, but he was the architect, coming with a new plan that would give them everything they needed.  They were looking for a singer to sing the song they’d been humming for a long time, but he was the composer bringing them a new song.  He was the king all right, but he had come to redefine kingship itself around his work, his own mission, his own fate.”

So who is he for us?  A cut-down-to-size Jesus?  A religious leader: a moral teacher: a noble role model?  Or something more: the figure who changes our world view, our sense of what beauty, justice, friendship, scholarship, politics, religion and life itself is all about?

“And is it true?”  Asks John Betjeman in his familiar Christmas poem: 
“For if it is,
 no loving finger tying strings around those tissued fripperies
 …. No love that in a family dwells,
 no carolling in frosty air, 
nor all the steeple shaking bells
 can with this simple truth compare.
That God was man in Palestine, 
and lives today in bread and wine.”
An uplifting story or a life changing truth? – the question for us as we walk in the darkness of troubled uncertain times.  Do we stumble on hoping that one day the economy will turn and our lives will return to their familiar patterns?  Or do we stop, ponder, pause and allow God to find us afresh?  Whatever the future, whatever the fortune which awaits us, this story has the power to grasp, to renew, to change every human life.  Dare we decide as we return home tonight to live the Word become flesh in us, whose glory we have seen, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth?

Amen.
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