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“What has come into being in him was life, and life was the light of all people”
John Chapter 1
 

Amongst all the celebrity and reality TV of recent weeks, one programme above all others stands out.  I am not talking about “X Factor” or “Strictly”.  I am not speaking of “I am a celebrity” or “Big Brother” nor of the much loved soaps.  I am thinking of the programme with the extraordinarily simple and profoundly moving title “Life”.  It is David Attenborough’s dramatic account of plants and insects, of fish and mammals, of rodents and birds and bats and bees.  Of almost every living thing on the face of the earth revealed to us in all its vividness and intensity, in all its violence and tenderness, in all its beauty and poignancy – an astonishing mirror held up to us of what it means to be alive.

 

The writers of the New Testament searched for ways of expressing what knowing Jesus had meant to them – over and over again they came back to that one idea – this was the person who above everyone they had ever known, was most truly alive.  So St John writes in the beginning of his Gospel “What has come into being in Him was life”.  And he quotes Jesus as saying “I am come that they may have life, and have it in all its fullness.”  “I am the way, the truth and the life,”he says.

 

One of the earliest teachers in the beginnings of Christianity, St Irenaeus, put it this way: “The glory of God is a human being fully alive.”
 

So the gift of Christmas is this – that God gives us Jesus, so that we can become truly alive.  So that every person can give the promise and possibilities opened up by Jesus’ way of living to every other person.  So that we can become the way Jesus is born and enters our hearts and the hearts of others this Christmas.

 

How are we to do that?  One of the Christmas cards described to me recently has a cartoon of the 3 Wise Men wearing party hats and preparing Christmas dinner.  Through the kitchen window you can see a man and a woman approaching with their baby.  One of the Wise Men is saying “We went to them last year, so this year it’s their turn to come to us.”
 

And that’s very near to the heart of all that we are celebrating tonight – a story about God’s coming to us, and not about us coming to Him.

 

One of the great Saints of the Church, St Augustine of Hippo, caught up with the wonder of Christmas, put it unforgettably stop.  He wrote: “God so loved us that for our sakes He, through whom time was made, was made in time.  Older by eternity than the world itself he became younger in age than many of His servants in the world; God, who made man, was made man.  He was given existence by a mother whom he brought into existence.  He was carried in hands which He formed.  He was nursed at breasts which He filled.  He cried like a baby in the manger of speechless infancy – this Word without which human eloquence is speechless.”  So here in the crib, we see language which we can all understand – the language of a human life.  He comes to us.  He involves himself with us.  He comes in flesh and blood to share our life – to know what it is like to be human from the inside.  And he comes, as first he came in Bethlehem, in unexpected places, at unexpected times, to unexpected people, handing himself over and recognisable to those who are ready to believe in Him.

 

So he comes to prisoners with whom I shall celebrate Communion tomorrow in Leicester Prison.  He comes to soldiers far from loved ones and far from safety in Afghanistan.  He comes to the homeless and young runaways on our streets tonight: he comes to the asylum seekers and the refugees: to the hungry and sick in the slums of Nairobi: to those who live in fear of flood and famine and long for justice for the world’s poor.  He comes by finding a way under the defences of human hearts and comes especially to us when most vulnerable and defenceless.

 

He comes too, as he comes tonight, whenever we receive Communion.  He hands himself over to us – for that is what this eucharist is about – God becoming part of our lives, longing to be recognised, here as part and parcel of our longings, our hopes and our desires and our breaking hearts – here as part of all that – revealing to us his love.  To receive Communion is to invite him in, to say that we want to be part of his story and we want him to be part of ours.  So we come tonight to receive him into our life as we receive the bread and wine and come to make our offering to this unforgettable man whom we long to invite into our lives.

 

In order to do that we need to know that this story told tonight is a story which we are a part of.  This is the story which can shape our life, make sense of it and give meaning to all that lies ahead.

 

So let me end with a story from central Europe, from the marvellous Jewish culture of that part of the world which illustrates how story changes lives:

 

When the great Rabbi Baal Shem Tov saw misfortune threatening the Jews it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to meditate.  There he would light a fire, say a special prayer and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted.

 

Later when his disciple had occasion for the same reason to intercede with Heaven, he would go to the same place in the forest and say: “Master of the Universe, I do not know how to light the fire but I am still able to say the prayer”.  And again the miracle would be accomplished.

 

Still later his disciple in order to save his people once more, would go into the forest and say “I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient”.  It was sufficient, and the miracle was accomplished.

 

Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhin to overcome misfortune.  Sitting in his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am unable to light the fire: I do not know the prayer: I cannot even find the place in the forest – all I can do is tell the story, and this must be sufficient.”  And it was sufficient.

 

Let the story of Christmas be your story – because it is sufficient, and it will bring you life.

 

Happy Christmas to you all.
