MIDNIGHT at CHRISTMAS – by Abbot Aidan Bellenger
The night is cold and the roads dangerously slippery.   Our thoughts may not be entirely with the Mass we celebrate together.   Christmas brings back many memories, good and bad, and our minds buzz with recollections and anxieties about people and practicalities.   There is much to divert us.

It is surprising how our everyday thoughts and actions impact not only on ourselves and our immediate neighbours but on the wider world.   The closeness of events in even the most faraway country is brought to us with urgent immediacy by the increasingly all-pervading media.   Whoever we are and whatever we do cannot be viewed in isolation.   However much we want to be alone and to be left alone we are becoming increasingly aware of our inter-dependence.   The ‘World Wide Web’ is truly universal.
What we are celebrating tonight is not only about our inter-dependence but about our mutual participation in the new life offered by the Incarnation.   Bleak news allied with bleak weather conditions may leave us depressed.   Tonight’s good news is about a divine presence in our lives which renews all things and gives us an omnipresent hope.   The world, through the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, has been made a different and better place.   The Gospel writers capture the cosmic implications of the birth of the Christ-child with elegant simplicity.   They do so again when it comes to Calvary.   Angelic choirs and lights at the beginning, darkness and earthquakes at the end, an end which is also a beginning.   The contrast is between light and darkness, between fullness and emptiness.

At this midnight Mass, with the blessing of the crib and the readings and music that rejoice in the new born Jesus, we may be content with giving thanks for the gift of the Messiah, reflecting on the poetry and the mystery of a loving God who is willing to become a fragile baby like all of us were once and thus to give new life to the world, Christ the new Adam.   The wonder of human life made holy may be enough for our prayers of thanksgiving and our thoughts of good will.   When we pray for the coming of the Lord, we know He has already come in the person of Jesus.

Yet, in the universal consequences of that birth, we may like to pause for thought for a moment about its impact on the world we see about us and live in.   Over the last few days, even more than with the usual British obsession, we have seen our lives dominated by weather.   Over the last few weeks, with the exploded hopes of the Copenhagen conference in our minds, we have been bombarded with the vexed and urgent issues surrounding the environment and climate change.   Some of you may be climate change deniers and see the whole thing as a conspiracy of scientist and do-gooders.   Some of you may be apocalyptic climate fatalists who see the implosion of the balanced environment as the prelude to the last days and a new ice age doing to the human race what an earlier ice age did to the dinosaurs.   Some so-called ‘fundamentalists’ hope this will happen to bring the Kingdom sooner.   Are those who are not fundamentalists forced to be fatalists?
Can we do anything about it?   Must we rely on the scientists, the new heroes of our age, or on the power of mother nature to refresh herself?   Or, on the other hand, can we think perhaps of the implications of today’s feast to sustain our commitment to stewardship of the earth’s beauty and resources.   We have heard much of Darwin in this bi-century of his birth, and much, too, of the rather pessimistic ideas associated with his teaching.  Perhaps, we should proclaim, as Christians, the glory of creation, charged with God’s grandeur, and the destiny of new life promised by the Christ child.   We could not do better than to proclaim the uniqueness of mankind, the dignity and sacredness of life.   Man has the unique imagination and God-given grace to do something about his predicament..   The Christ-child came into the world not only to die but to rise to new life.   If we could cherish all life, see its wonderful quality, and its possibilities we might see the world anew.   If we are to face whatever environmental or climatic crisis that lies ahead of us with peace and joy we will do best not by a pessimistic acquiescence but with a resolute sense of new life.   What we proclaim tonight is that God is prepared to come among us and save us.   All we need to do is to be his true sons and daughters, children of life and light.   We celebrate meaning, purpose and hope, a world not of darkness, but of light, a world with a person at its centre, the intersection of time and eternity, the heart of the world.   May all of us here continue to rejoice, to love and to exult in new life.
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