24 December 2020, Midnight

Isaiah 11:1-9; John 1: 1-14 

1.
Is Christmas cancelled?

There has been much talk this week of Christmas being cancelled. Certainly coronavirus has put paid to many of our plans for celebrating this year. For some of us this is simply disappointing, for others it is really heart breaking. For those living alone and even for us we wonder if it is worth making any effort at all. I was unsure whether to put up our tree now that none of the family could see it, until my 7 year old grandson gave me a deadline – put it up by Wednesday, Grandma. So I have, but we have run out of batteries, so one side is without lights! Even so, it seems a lot of work when it won’t be that long before I am taking it down again, with no one to enjoy it in the meantime.
Yet even in so called normal times, Christmas can be a two-week wonder. A few years ago I overheard a conversation on a bus when a woman exhausted by shopping and with armfuls of parcels asked her friend whether it was worth it, since it would all be over soon, leaving only things to tidy up, unwanted or broken gifts and a feeling of having overindulged. We may be missing those ‘normal times’ but nostalgia can paint them more rosily than the reality. Perhaps we needed a wake up call to make us see that some of what we try to do really is not worth it.
2.
You cannot cancel Christmas

But you cannot cancel Christmas. For one thing it happened over 2000 years ago, and no government I know is yet into time travel. Actually, things then were pretty bad too, and Mary and Joseph endured an arduous journey to comply with Government regulations. 

But more importantly, what we celebrate tonight is the start of something that cannot be either cancelled or stopped.

Our first reading, from Isaiah, is one often read at carol services and not the official reading for tonight, but I have chosen it because of its reference to a shoot. It says:

‘a shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse’, 

and of course, our gospel reading speaks of the light that came into the world.

I find the idea of a shoot very helpful. I really enjoy growing orchids. I was given the first by a small village church not far from here as a leaving gift at the end of my curacy. That was over ten years ago and it is still going strong. Several times it seems to die and then another shoot appears. One of my favourites is a tiny one given to my mother in her care home – small because she had so little space. She died not long afterwards and I really did think the tiny orchid had died too, but no – once again it is shooting and will flower. 
The shoot that Isaiah talks about is Jesus, the baby born in a manger. And in a way, a baby is like a small shoot, growing within a family, rooted in the branches that are his or her parents, and the wider plant that is the whole family. 

3.
Not over, but just beginning

Today we celebrate a shoot, a baby, and a candle in the darkness.

All very fragile things, easily damaged or destroyed. The Christmas story tells us how a jealous ruler, Herod, was so frightened of what this little baby would grow up to be and do that he killed all the babies in the area in order to destroy that shoot. But he didn’t succeed. 
And later, when Jesus grew up and it appeared that the powers that were in charge had indeed destroyed him, that didn’t turn out how they expected either. The Christian message is that in Jesus, God’s shoot, God’s life, could not be destroyed – even by death. As St John writes ‘the light came into the world and the darkness could not overcome it.’
What we celebrate tonight is the coming of God into the world, into the darkness of our lives. For very many people around us life at present seems pretty dark. In many ways we know that we still remain privileged. In some countries, public Christian worship has been banned for political reasons, and on-going warfare or poverty mean that the sort of celebrations that we are missing are just pipedreams. Infection is not stemmed by government actions or health services. Life is truly dark. This time perhaps helps us to remember that we are indeed very fortunate. Yet that does not make our current sense of confusion and darkness any less.
Whatever our darkness, we have the promise of light – and not just the promise at some vague time in the future, but the belief that that light has already come and cannot be stopped even if it has not yet fully flooded our world. 

In Jesus, we believe that God dwelt fully, but even in us, where his spirit dwells in less measure, we believe that that life in us cannot be destroyed, whatever happens to us. Our bodies will get old and die; some will be seriously damaged as we go through life. Yet the light of God, his spirit in us, will live for ever.

The angels on that hillside spoke of good news, of great joy. What news could be more marvellous than that? Apart from love – the Spirit of God – I cannot think of any other gift that really does go on giving, and even growing.

Today we celebrate and sing because we see in the infant Jesus that tiny shoot. This was not destroyed then and cannot be cancelled now. People are speaking of having Christmas in the summer, and by next year this will perhaps have become the stuff of reminiscence ‘do you remember the Christmas of 2020?’

Hopefully the pandemic will be under control as the vaccine is rolled out, though for some there will be long-term effects, and for others it will be too late as loved ones have died. 
Perhaps never before in my lifetime have we so understood the difference between our traditions and ways of celebrating and the real event that lies at the heart of it all. Perhaps never before have we been driven to see beneath the tinsel and turkey to the acts of kindness and generosity that have still characterised this dark time and reminded us of God’s presence with us. Perhaps we will be able to hang onto some of what we have learned for the future.
So today, as we sing of that birth, and think of that vulnerable baby, let us celebrate in our hearts if not in the same way in our homes with all the family round us and let us rejoice that his light is in the world and that God is with us. For the real gift of Christmas - God’s spirit in our hearts - goes on growing if we look after it and nurture it. Today we celebrate the beginning of something that cannot be stopped and that takes our whole life to appreciate,  - something that even reaches beyond it the darkness of death. How wonderful is that?
Happy Christmas everyone.
Amen
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