HOMILY FOR MIDNIGHT MASS AT CHRISTMAS

“Do not be afraid”.  This is the message the angels addressed to the shepherds.  Earlier on in the Christmas story, we read in St Matthew’s Gospel how an angel said to Joseph, “Do not be afraid” to take Mary as your wife.  And when the Archangel Gabriel came to Mary and invited her to be the mother of the Son of God, he said to her too, “Do not be afraid”.

We read in the Gospel tonight that the shepherds were terrified.  At the Annunciation too, we were told that Mary was greatly troubled.  That is hardly surprising -- both Mary and the shepherds were encountering something really scary.   

The message was addressed not just to the shepherds, but it is addressed also to us here tonight.  “Do not be afraid”, because Christ has come, not to condemn, but to save; he has come, not for a privileged few, but for all; not just for pious people, but for all who yearn to be saved.  He comes tonight for the successors of those Jesus met during his life on earth, for the blind, who asked to see, for the deaf, who asked to hear, for the lame, who asked to walk.  To all who recognizes their own weakness, to anyone who yearns to be saved, Jesus comes, he brings healing, he offers salvation, and he urges us, “Do not be afraid”.

Do not be afraid, because the angels bring tidings of great joy.  This joy is for all: Jesus comes, bringing his message of salvation, for all people: it’s not just for those who keep the rules; indeed, Jesus goes out of his way to stand shoulder to shoulder with the tax collectors and prostitutes, with those who most flagrantly don’t follow the rules.

The message of Christmas brings joy to saints and sinners alike.  Today, in the twenty-first century, it brings joy to church-goers, it brings joy to those who feel alienated from the Church, it brings joy to those who are cut off from the sacramental life of the Church, because Christmas tells us that Christ has come to save us all.

If the shepherds were terrified at the vision of the angels, you can be sure that they will have been utterly amazed at their message: “this is the sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes, and lying in a manger.”  In other words, your saviour is coming to you, but you will have the surprise of life when you see him: he won’t have any bodyguards, no retinue, he doesn’t have a fat treasure chest, he has none of the trappings of wealth or power.

“He lies mid the beasts of the stall/ who is Maker and Lord of us all/ 

the wintry wind blows cold & dreary/ see he weeps, the world is weary.”

The world in 2005 is certainly weary, and not a little cynical.  It is customary, at this time of the year, to look back over the preceding twelve months, and every year, we have a catalogue of woes.  The year started with the tsunami, it continued with the London bombings, with war and global warming thrown in for good measure.

The human race has at its disposal greater scientific and economic potential than ever before, but it is no nearer to understanding how to achieve happiness.  

Where can it turn to?  “Come to the manger”, and learn from this child.  Come, with awe and amazement.   Come, not with fear, but with joy and awe.  And when you come to the crib, you will see what St Paul tells us: “The grace of God has been revealed, and it has made salvation possible for the whole human race.”

Come to the manger, and when you come, see, and marvel at the goodness of God.  
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