MIDNIGHT MASS – Sermon preached by Abbot Aidan
Every Christmas churchmen use the opportunity to sound off about the state of society and the world order.  Predictable comment and easy copy give journalists a much-needed holiday.  Today’s Guardian has six letters defending religion against Polly Toynbee’s latest attack.  I am sure tomorrow’s newspapers will report on what the Pope has said and what the Archbishop of Canterbury might have been trying to say.

This year’s economic gloom will provide much ammunition for the ecclesiastical pundits and the opportunity for much amateur economics and ‘I told you so’ remarks on the consumer society and the secular Christmas.  A rediscovery of Christmas true meaning will help us to understand our predicament and give us some hope and comfort.  I will try to avoid such a commentary and avoid the fate of many who fall to the kingly words of Henry II, remembered on the feast of Thomas Becket on 29 December, ‘who will rid me of this troublesome priest?’

Christmas is both bigger and more intimate than our present care and concerns.  It is bigger because it is a cosmic event: something much greater than the winter solstice, the coming into time of the eternal lord, the beginning of a new creation.  This was understood by the Gospel writers who saw in the night skies the universal meaning of the first Christmas.  The shepherds, as well as the wise men, know they were on to something special.  It was understood by our ancestors whose lives were nearer to the seasonal and celestial constraints and changes.   It was understood by that great poet, John Milton, born four hundred years ago this month, whose Christmas poetry celebrated the departure of the old Gods and the coming of the new God.  This is all big stuff: cosmic, universal, eternal, mysterious, the awesome source of Christmas wonder, the reassuring sense that the whole of creation makes sense.  

Christmas, too, is intimate in scale at the same time.  Christian thinkers and poets have understood for centuries what scientists, slow-written in comparison, have only noticed lately: that the infinite majesty of space, the outwardness of things, is paralleled by an infinite inner space.  The stars, the immeasurable vastness of the universe, was contained in the fragile body of the Christ child.  If we were looking for an image of God the last thing I suggest we would think of would be an utterly helpless infant.  

If we are to celebrate with sensitivity so great a doctrine as the Incarnation we have to consider that God is allowing himself the vulnerability of becoming man and allowing us, his creatures, not only to behold him and see his glory but to stand alongside him as a fellow man or woman.  God is fully human in the person of Christ even to accepting birth as a child, dependence as an infant and death on a cross. Such a God can only be encouraged in tenderness and love.

Sometimes, in reaction to the evils of the world, religious people can sound shrill, negative, their hard faces and hearts as dark as any secularists.  This can all too easily be detected and exploited by those who see no place for the Christian message.  What Christianity offers should never appear carping or lacking in respect for God’s creation.  Why Christians care so much about life, in all its forms, is because we see the created order as an expression of God’s love and the Incarnation as his real presence with us.  The Christian Gospel is always and triumphantly life-affirming.  God, through the birth of Jesus Christ, is with us and in us and for us.  All life has beauty, meaning, potential and hope.  The comfort and joy of the Christmas message is so powerful that even as we gather here, in the depth of a Somerset night, the gentle and perhaps sometimes not so gentle crying of a new born child is the voice of the Universe and the presence of God.  Not surprisingly we are full of comfort of joy.  
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