TO HAVE ETERNAL LIFE – by Dom David Foster

CHRISTMAS 2008
Isaiah 9, 1 – 7

John 3, 16

‘Only Jesus matters.’  That, I think, is what Christmas means.  Of course everything else matters too, but in a different way.  It is Jesus who shows us how our families and loved ones matter, in the fellowship and creativity of human life that can bear God as one like us.    It is Jesus who shows how everyone matters, from the way he reached out to everyone, offering them his friendship.  Even those who turned against him and betrayed him he did not reject, but rising from the dead, made new beginnings possible through forgiveness and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  That is to move to the end of the story.  But the way a story ends helps us understand its beginning.  And when we go to the Crib and take time looking at Jesus, we will see the outstretched arms of the helpless child reaching out for us to cradle him, arms that will be stretched out again to take us and save us, and give us the assurance of his undying friendship.

These are anxious times.  It is a good time for prophets of doom and for kicking around trying to blame people.  Now more than ever, it seems, Mammon thrives by consuming people whose minds are dominated even by the lack of money.  The Christian message must be more hopeful, and we have to make it heard as good news for everyone: only Jesus matters, and everything, everyone else matters because of him.  
We are going to sing ‘O little town of Bethlehem’.  I am always stirred by the lines, ‘the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.’  Sometimes the hopes are a bit more prominent, sometimes the fears; but they are both there, in the bottom of our hearts, and we need to focus them on Jesus.  They need to meet and be touched by him.  It is easy to overlook the light that is shining in the dark streets, to miss the silent way in which God gives the blessings of heaven.  So do pray at the crib; let God open our hearts up to the possibility of hope and new beginnings.
At the Midnight Mass, we heard Isaiah proclaiming that ‘a child has been born for us, a Son given to us.’  They really are beautiful words, and I have been pondering over them.  What God has done for us!  It has all been for us!  How much he has entrusted to us, in giving us the life of his own Son!  What are we going to do with it?  I am sure we all feel heaviness in our hearts, about what we have got wrong, how much we simply have not done!  But Jesus still stretches his arms out to us.  He still trusts us, and we must learn from him how to trust and hope and find there true generosity, and freedom in the joy of giving our lives to each other and for each other in love.  
Only Jesus matters, and if we can learn from him how to live we will learn how he is at the heart of our friendships, in the heart of our families, in the patience and suffering it takes to rebuild trust with our enemies and work for forgiveness, so that our lives are not dominated by the past and what we have made of that, but can be reshaped by the hope we have in God who is with us.
Isaiah reminded me of the verse, ‘God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son so that all who believe in him may not perish but have everlasting life.’  Not strictly the Gospel of Christmas, but it says so much about what it means.  God’s meaning is love, and only love.  The world, for St John, is a world in need of God, a world without grace or hope: but God takes the initiative in loving, he takes the first step, to accept, forgive and renew.  
God loves the world so much that he gave his only Son.  There are absolutely no limits to his love, it is unconditional and total, without any expectation, in the way we habitually expect something in return.  But God loves by making us part, so to speak, of his ‘family’.  
And God loves in order to save; people do not need to perish or despair.  He loves in order for us to share eternal life.  We do have to relearn how to live.  We have to learn from Jesus how to live his way of living human life.  That means to learn how to live out of faith, out of hope, and out of love.  These do not come naturally to us.  But they do come supernaturally, by God’s help, and by our giving them a go, by practice, even by making mistakes.  
Faith means working for trust and for good relationships with people, relying on God’s trust in us.  Hope means working against habits of negativity, cynicism, and despair, confident in God’s power to make all things new.  Love means living for others and not for myself, sharing myself generously with them, and giving myself for them without counting the cost.  Faith and hope pass away; they pass into love.  But love never ends.  It is eternal life, life Jesus offers us now.  In the end only Jesus matters.
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